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INTRODUCTION: CLARISSIMUM IN FEMINIS

The critical task is . . . to locate strategies of subversive repetition enabled by .. . constructions
[of identity], to affinm the local possibilitics of intervention through participating in pre-
cisely those practices of repetition that constitute identity and, thercfore, present the immanent

possibility of contesting them.

—Judith Butler, Gender Trouble: Feminisim and the Subversion of Identity
(New York: Routledge, 1990), p. 147

In your patience you shall possess your souls.

—Luke 21:19

he main argument of this book is that, in certain medieval composi-

tions, women become famous for patience in the way that men are
famous for the traditional heroic virtues, such as physical strength and
courage, and that this new kind of fame leads to a recognizable and spe-
cific genre of medieval composition: patience literature. Although scholars
have long acknowledged that many and varying kinds of works emerged
from the popularity of martyrs and from early accounts of these figures,
many gaps remain in the account of how these emergent works then devel-
oped into stable and recognizable forms, with conventions and traditions
all their own. The genre of patience literature, thus, demands a sustained
attempt to record its literary history. It also demands a critical assessment
that would trace its development from passions in the early martyrologies
or passionals through to the works of writers such as Margery Kempe,
Geottrey Chaucer, and Christine de Pizan (to name but three possible
subjects for the moment) because, for instance, the trials that Margery
describes in her Book become more comprehensible if one treats them as
self-conscious ateributes of the patience genre, Grisilde's outrageous pas-
sivity in Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale is less alienating if one recognizes the tale as
a sophisticated reductio ad absurdum of the patience genre, and Christine’s
moral fundamentalism is less paradoxical if one interprets her version of
the Griselda story as a precise satire of male-centered interpretations of
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patience literature and of knightly romances. Yet no-one to my knowl-
edge has defined the genre of patience literature before, or described its
history. Previous researchers have examined the patience of martyrs in a
general fashion, but, surprisingly, no-one has attempted to define hagi-
ography as a kind of literature of patience, despite many patristic writings
that suggest this strong connection, and despite the fact that such a defi-
nition would (ideally) contribute to the increased recognition of specific
roles for women in medieval literature, to further reassessment of the tra-
ditional canon, and to further (re)discovery of neglected works.

My idea for the genre of patience literature came from examining
passages such as this one from Geoffrey Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale (written
c. 1390, and appearing in Fragment IV of The Canterbury Tales):

Men speke of Job, and moost for his humblesse,
As clerkes, whan hem list, konne wel endite,
Namely of men, but as in soothfastnesse,
Though clerkes preise wommen but a lite,
Ther kan no man in humblesse hym acquite

As womiman kan, ne kan been half so trewe

As wommen been, but it be falle of newe.!

A reader is likely to interpret this passage as merely a contributor to the
development of an important theme in this tale: the heroine Grisilde’s
fame for patience. When the passage compares women's fame for being
“true” and “humble” with men’s reputations for (presumably) traditional
heroic deeds, it assumes a competition among reputations and implies also
a competition between men and women for the rewards of reputation,
as the lines that immediately follow the passage indicate: “Fro Boloigne
1s this Erl of Panyk come, / Of which the fame up sprang to moore and
lesse” (939—40). The poem’s switch to the earl is unexpected. His role
in the story is tiny, and most readers would consider his fame irrelevant.
So, Chaucer seems to mention the earl’s reputation specifically in order
to point up the contrast between fame for men versus women, while the
extreme events and attitudes that The Clerk’s Tale exhibits suggest a revi-
sion of the prevailing masculinist ideas concerning fame into a kind of
heroism of patience. Not surprisingly. then, many critics deem Chaucer’s
Grisilde to be “heroic.”? However. none of them takes the next logical
step and proposes that Grisilde'’s heroism of patience builds on the con-
ventions of a significant genre of medieval literature; nor do they rec-
ognize, even when they acknowledge and refer to the many sources and
analogues for The Clerk’s Tale, that the story of patient Griselda, which
appears in several languages and in a variety of versions, is a remarkably
popular and resilient example of this genre.*



