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 ‘In that selve grove’: rewriting spaces, Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales as palimpsest.
A palimpsest is a concrete object, lent a diaphanous quality as one text becomes visible through another. Originally it referred to overwritten papyrus and vellum from the ancient world which, in archaeological or classicist terms, revealed some hidden insight. Since this visual property of a palimpsest fits the visual literacy of the medieval world, particularly the skill of ‘reading’ a picture that holds all the aspects of its story or message in one image, applying the palimpsest style of revelation as a way of reading Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales would also be comprehensible to the Tales’ contemporary audience. 
[bookmark: _Hlk526329591]In Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales, the Knight’s tale sits outside of time in two ways. The tale’s exterior is set in ancient Greece, outside the contemporary time of the Canterbury Tales, its interior operates outside the laws of time, since it contains spaces which are simultaneously destroyed and preserved: the grove and Thebes. The Knight’s tale lends itself to a palimpsest reading, since whilst the tale’s regenerating spaces give a sense of the eternal, they also give the sense of spaces written and rewritten over. Additionally, the Knight is the first teller, his is the word against which the Canterbury Tales are told, beginning both in the ‘quiting’ and materiality of the Miller’s tale which answers the Knight’s Romance with a Fabliau. The Knight’s tale reflects a contemporary status quo which is responded to, and so in a sense written over, by the tales that follow it. By placing the Knight’s tale over its source tale, Boccaccio’s Teisieda, Chaucer’s deliberate omissions and additions lets us play with the notion of the Canterbury Tales as palimpsest, allowing for the overwriting of spaces between texts, tales and characters. Thus, the side-by-side argument, seen also in the simpler traditional dyadic of a debate poem, shifts to a cohesive and infinitely more complex whole. An overwritten space will apply to place, tale and pilgrim, aspects of the text already in an intricate two-dimensional pattern, much like the pictures in a stained glass ‘rose window’[footnoteRef:2].  The addition of a palimpsest perspective could extend that pattern to a third dimension, as light behind the rose window does. To begin, more needs to be explained about the link between art and text, through the link between art and Christianity. In the medieval Christian world art was contentious, because of the risk of worshipping a false idol, and because art itself was thought a falsehood.[footnoteRef:3]  Therefore, art in churches was problematic but Pope Gregory justified its presence as ‘The Bible of the illiterate’, the illiterates’ only access to understanding the word of God and the lessons of scripture.[footnoteRef:4] By flattening images so they were representational, rather than realistic, Christian art became abstract, disassociating itself from the Pagan illusory art of the Classical world.[footnoteRef:5] [footnoteRef:6]  Flat did not equate with simple. For example, the structure and patterning of the stained-glass rose window was an intricate play between individual parts and the structure of the whole: its ‘petals’ radiate out from the centre, and at the same time point back to it, meaning both part and whole are equally important.[footnoteRef:7] This structural patterning is closely reflected in the Canterbury Tales: its framework separates the pilgrims and their tales, yet appears to increase their proximity to each other.  Layering these flat intricate patterns increases their complexity, which should not have been a mental stretch for those that were used to seeing a whole story in one picture. For example, the painting of Adam and Eve’s fall, three different times are presented in one space: their time of innocence in the garden of Eden, their temptation by the serpent, and their literally-depicted fall. Medieval visual literacy allowed the images to elide, and so understand Adam and Eve as both eternally fallen and eternally in grace.  [2:  Jeni Williams, course material, Debating Medieval Identity: The Thrown Voices of the Canterbury Tales, lecture 4, 24-09-2018. Also, for details of how visuals like stained glass windows informed Medieval reading of texts in the 12th Century see Logan E Whalen, Marie de France and the Poetics of Memory, (Washington DC: The Catholic University of America Press, 2008), p.70-71 & p.176]  [3:  The arguments of Tertullian and Augustine from: Nancy Ross, A New Pictorial Language: The Image in Early Medieval Art,  https://www.khanacademy.org/humanities/ap-art-history/early-europe-and-colonial-americas/medieval-europe-islamic-world/a/a-new-pictorial-language-the-image-in-early-medieval-art. Accessed 30 September 2018. Tertullian feels all artists should instead be craftsmen, illusory art being the problem. This would be interesting to look at with reference to John, the Carpenter in the Miller’s tale, has some insight has left the artist in the move to craftsman, a gap filled by the clerk in a rudimentary way?  ]  [4:  See Dominique Hoche, ‘“Pictures are Material Signs of the Invisible:” Medieval Visual Theory and Modern Graphic Narratives’, Peregrinations: Journal of Medieval Art and Architecture, vol 5, issue 1, (2015), 69-70  ]  [5:  This representational art was designed to elicit an emotional response that inspired devotion. The Röttgen Pietà is a fantastic example of this, for a picture and commentary see: https://baroquepotion.com/2012/03/this-is-my-body/]  [6:  Ross.]  [7:  Jeni Williams, course material, lecture 4, 24-09-2018] 

Reading the Canterbury Tales in the light of this visual dexterity makes the Knight’s an interesting first tale. In some ways the Knight is the simplest of characters, in that he stands for just that, a knight. He has no prologue and appears to need no more introduction than his title, and he is made more complicated only by the telling of his and subsequent tales. He also has the simplest of tales, one expected of a knight: a tale of knights, war and ennobling love, reflecting the chivalry that maintained an ordered Christian society. The knight tells his version of the Teseida, the tale of the wise and powerful King Theseus who prudently manages the duel of Palamon and Arcite, two noble knights from Thebes, for the love of Emelye. The Knight’s tale differs from the original not because he glosses but because he tells it poorly. Clearly Chaucer uses this to reveal more than the knight’s incompetence as a storyteller: he is using the knight’s struggle with the ethos of chivalry to reflect confusion both in the Knight and the chivalric code. This confusion accounts for the anomalies in the tale. One such anomaly is what Finnegan calls the ‘curious condition of being’ that is present in the regenerating Thebes and grove in the Knight’s tale.[footnoteRef:8] This grove is where the knights begin their fight for Emelye, it is cut down so that the lystes can be built on it, and yet it is there to be cut down again for Arcite’s funeral pyre, and expected to be there to house his burial chamber. Similarly, Thebes is destroyed but is still there for the knights to return to once released from their imprisonment, and remains as a potential threat to Theseus that is resolved with the marriage of Palamon and Emelye.[footnoteRef:9]  As with the painting of Adam and Eve, where the various states of being are in one place, so the persistent return of the grove allows the fight, the lystes, the funeral pyre and burial chamber to be written in the same space. In the same way Thebes once sacked also remains, to be feared and brought under the auspices of Theseus. These layers of time in one place invoke a palimpsest, suggesting a palimpsest style of reading may reveal different things in the text. [8:  Robert Emmett Finnegan, ‘A Curious Condition of Being: The City and the Grove in Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale, Studies in Philology, 106, summer (2009), no3. ]  [9:  Ibid.] 

If the Knight’s tale were to be read as palimpsest, the obvious way would be to lay it over its source material, Boccaccio’s Tesieda. Doing so highlights not the similarities in the tales but the differences, the omissions and additions. At the end of Boccaccio’s version of the tale, Arcite rises to the afterlife and looks down with a laugh at the mortals and their earthly concerns. The mortals in their pagan world remain unconscious of the eternal life known to the ‘enlightened’ Christian audience who share Arcite’s wisdom.[footnoteRef:10] Therefore, Boccaccio’s tale though set in the ancient world of pre-Christianity, is successfully told in a Christian framework. What becomes obvious if the Knight’s tale is overlaid on Bocaccio’s is that Chaucer has the Knight omit this part of the ending and add the perpetual groves and Thebes; this reveals a tale concerned with temporality. First, there is temporality in the sense of time, played out in the anachronistic grove and Thebes; however, this is looped and effectively contains only a material eternity, not a spiritual eternity, one concerning Theseus, not God. Second, there is temporality in the sense of the earthly, material world (as opposed to God and the everlasting) and thus the Knight’s tale is heralding the materiality that will be ushered in with the Miller’s tale. [10:  Timothy D Arner, ‘No Joke: Transcendent Laughter in the Teseida and the Miller’s tale’, Studies in Philology, Chapel Hill: Spring (2005), Vol. 102, 2, pg. 143? 
See also, Joshua R. Eyler and John P Sexton, ‘Once More to the Grove: A Note on Symbolic Space in the “Knight’s Tale”’, The Chaucer Review, (2006), vol 40, no.4 ] 

[bookmark: _Hlk526228423][bookmark: _Hlk526278848]Despite the Miller choosing, as Strohm points out, his ‘own “noble tale” [that] will be no “storie” but a narrative out of the oral tradition’[footnoteRef:11],  the Miller’s ‘quiting’ of the Knight’s tale is parody and so could be said to be a version of the same tale. Therefore, the Knight’s tale becomes a form of source tale for the Miller’s. Using the palimpsest style of reading, the Miller’s tale can be laid over its fabliau source or over the Knight’s tale for different insights. Of course, when tales are treating the same theme, rather than the same story, they only merge on some details. Laying the Miller’s tale over the Knight’s tale what draws the attention is not their differences but any discrepancies in the tales points of similarity.  [11:  P. Strohm, Social Chaucer, extract title, ’Audience’, (London: Harvard University Press, 1989), pp.47-83] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]No palimpsest reading is necessary to see the Miller’s tale is saturated in materiality. This change is obvious: the Miller’s tale has moved the Canterbury Tales from the ancient world to its contemporary one and changed the form from Romance to fabliau. Also, several of the characters from one text clearly have their equivalent in the other, such as Emelye and Alisoun who are both the object of two men’s desire. Equally, the extent to which Emelye is painted out of the Knight’s tale is apparent once you are confronted with Alisoun’s physicality in the Miller’s tale. But when the Miller’s tale is laid over both the Knight’s tale and Bocaccio’s Tesieda, what Alisoun does for Emelye is paint her back in, put flesh on her bones. Alisoun reminds us of what we forget about Emelye, that she is an Amazonian, a female warrior; Emelye has become so reduced under the male chivalric gaze that she has become just ‘description’, a maid floating about a garden.  Alisoun’s flesh and her strong physical presence give Emelye back her forgotten body. But more than that, Emelye’s desire, which was present in the Tesieda, is omitted by the Knight in his version of the tale; layering Alisoun over the Knight’s and Boccaccio’s versions of Emelye, allows Alisoun’s desire to link Emelye back to her own.[footnoteRef:12] What, in the Knight’s tale, seems Emelye’s lack of desire in becomes the expression of her choice to inhabit her warrior self. She has desire that is her own to feel rather than no desire; she does not have to feel desire for strangers just because she has been designated as their prize.  [12:  Timothy D. O’Brien, ‘Fire and Blood: Queynte Imaginings in Diana’s Temple’, The Chaucer Review, vol.33, no.2. (1998) p. 163] 

Layering the male characters of both tales fills them out similarly, but unflatteringly; love becomes more obviously ignoble, a concept the Knight misses. This failure is exposed by the Miller’s tale in a laughable, but human way; some scars will have to be borne, but there is no sense of calamity. Laying the Miller’s tale over the Knight’s gives back the ending of the Tesieda - as Finnegan points out, the laugh taken from the Knight’s tale is back. We are all human and foolish, we all ‘sin’, and we are all candidates for redemption.
[bookmark: _Hlk526349057][bookmark: _Hlk526316219]Outside of their tales, the Knight and the Miller are characters in a tale too, so what is effect of one teller superimposed on another? In the general prologue the Knight is seen in direct relation to his son, and the difference between the two is striking. The Knight and his horse are clad plainly, representing the experience of war, while the son is clad ornately, a representation of all the foolish trappings of chivalry in the Knight’s tale. This discrepancy goes unnoticed by the Knight. He is revealed by his tale as representative of a defunct system, one that can support neither Christian life nor the aristocracy in a massively changing society. This is heightened once overlaid by the character of the Miller who is the Knight’s replacement as storyteller. Unlike the Knight, he tells his tale with confidence, eloquence and energy, and despite the Knight’s superior social standing he is challenged by the Miller’s skill. The virile Miller with his plentiful oxen, and the Knight with his weak ones, augur the onset of a vigorous new society rising to oppose the tired old one. The Miller, seen through the Knight, represents a new order. This chimes with the Miller’s tale, and its interpretation by Patterson concerning the place of natural order in the changing social world.[footnoteRef:13] [13:  Lee Patterson, ‘The Miller’s Tale and the Politics of Laughter’, in Chaucer and the Subject of History, chapter.5, (London: Routledge 1991).] 

Both the Knight and the Miller refer to oxen, evoking the Ploughman pilgrim. The Ploughman is without a prologue or a tale, but he is pregnant with one of the most important tales of the time; Piers Ploughman. Since Piers Ploughman is symbolic of both Christ and insurrection, layering combinations of these three characters offers interesting and varied insights.[footnoteRef:14] Overlaid with the Knight, the Ploughman’s Christ symbolism reiterates the Knight as a failed defender of Christianity. Despite seeming to emulate the humility of the Ploughman in that he is not showy - his clothes mimic the humble clothes of the Ploughman rather than a knight of his son’s ilk - still the Knight falls hopelessly short of the true humility of the Christ figure, the true defender of Christianity. The Knight is an impotent ploughman and with his weak oxen has a long furrow to plough. Overlaid with the Miller, the Ploughman, as an adopted symbol of insurrection, is a nod to the suggestion that Millers were notable agitators in the Peasant’s Rising.[footnoteRef:15] Therefore, the Miller not only seems to lead the ‘revolt’ amongst the ‘tellers’ but is implied as one who leads social revolt too. However, it could be said that overlaying what is Christian about the Ploughman on the Miller marks him as the representative of a materialistic Christianity, and that lex naturalis, natural law, is not just a social but an ecclesiastical challenge. Whether ecclesiastical equates with divine is another matter: the Ploughman, as symbolic Christ, remains mute about that and everything else, since he offers no tale. In fact, the Ploughman laid over any of the pilgrim tellers is remarkable only for his silence. This is salient if he symbolises Christ among the pilgrims since the pilgrimage is really two journeys, one taken amongst the camaraderie of the chatter and storytelling, and one a solitary inward journey. Silence is a reminder that although companionship has its worth, you can only really achieve the end of a spiritual journey alone. [14:  On Piers Ploughman: < https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Piers_Plowman>]  [15:  Patterson. P. 255-57] 

On a final note, there was one other anomaly revealed in the palimpsest created by laying the Knight’s tale over the Tesieda: it is the art of the temples. This art is the art of realism rather than the abstract art sanctioned by the church. The Knight is so inspired by the thought of this unsanctioned art that he ‘paints’ a detailed picture of it for his audience by employing the ancient poetic skill of ekphrasis, thus compounding his sin.[footnoteRef:16] He is describing a supposedly illusory art that, rather than deceiving, actually reveals the truth (about war, for instance), just as Chaucer employs the real, materialistic world in the Canterbury Tales to disrupt the monopoly of ecclesiastical truth in the literary world.  [16:  For the Knight’s use of ekphrasis see: Robert Epstein, ‘”With many a Floryn he the Hewes Boght”: Ekphrasis and Symbolic Violence in the Knight’s Tale’, Philological Quarterly, 85, Wint/Spr (2006) no.1/2.
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