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Introduction: John Gower’s Twenty-First 
Century Appeal

Kara L. McShane and R.F. Yeager

The contributions to this issue have grown from conversations at 
the Third International John Gower Society Congress held at the 

University of Rochester in July of 2014. Now fully reimagined and re-
written for print, these pieces capture the complexity, interdisciplinar-
ity, and energy currently present in the field of Gower studies.

Prolific across languages, learned, and politically invested, John 
Gower is a key figure of the later Middle Ages. While Geoffrey Chaucer 
is the English author most readily associated with the period (and 
has enjoyed far more critical attention), Gower in many ways better 
exemplifies his historical moment.   His body of poetic work is enor-
mous, amounting to almost 90,000 lines spread across the three major 
languages of his period (Latin, French, and English); the number of 
genres he touched, in short poems and long, is equally capacious, rang-
ing from advice to princes, vernacular romance, frame tales, and heal-
ing narratives. Gower’s work is, for the most part, explicitly political, 
referring directly to the reigning figures of the day. Indeed, Gower gives 
us the sole literary witness of the Great Rising of 1381, a political event 
that transformed English culture and literature. Gower’s range is espe-
cially exciting in the present moment, because his work resonates as 
well for scholars working in the medical humanities, disability studies, 
multilingualism, and translation, all fields pertinently receiving schol-
arly attention. Yet amidst this wide spectrum of engagement, Gower’s 
work is signally unified in an intense concern for social welfare—what 
Russell A. Peck has famously called “common profit”: the well-being of 
the individual and society.

The several initial essays consider Gower’s linguistic, material, and 
structural contexts. Gyongyi Werthmüller of Eötvös Loránd University 
in Budapest offers a fresh comparison of Chaucer’s and Gower’s linguis-
tic practice, taking up again—albeit armed with contemporary tools—
both poets’ use of the final -e. In “Final -e in Gower’s English Poetry, in 
Comparison with Chaucer’s,” she demonstrates that Gower’s final -e is 
much more consistent than Chaucer’s use; it is skillfully and deliber-
ately employed throughout Gower’s Confessio Amantis. Werthmüller 
suggests further that the complexity of Gower’s language is as worthy 
of study as Chaucer’s, in no small part because of his trilingualism, and 
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she concludes by considering what role Gower’s French poetry played 
in shaping his English linguistic choices. 

Martha Driver (Pace University) brings attention to lexical choic-
es in a particular manuscript of the Confessio Amantis, New York, 
Pierpont Morgan Library MS M.126, the work of a scribe known as 
Ricardus Franciscus. In “More Light on Ricardus Franciscus: Looking 
Again at Morgan M. 126,” Driver explores Ricardus’s emendations and 
edits to the Confessio text and examines his lexical choices to deter-
mine whether the scribe’s native language was French or English. This 
examination sheds light not only on the importance of multilingual 
capabilities for scribes during the fifteenth century but also provides a 
case study of Gower’s reception at this historical moment.

In the essay to follow, “Excerpting Gower: Exemplary Reading in 
New Haven, Takamiya MS 32,” Joseph Stadolnik (Yale University) 
closely examines another manuscript of the Confessio, exploring pos-
sibilities that particular tales may have been read outside the framing 
context of the larger poem. While many readers may have encoun-
tered the Confessio Amantis as a whole text, Stadolnik considers the 
way that the Takamiya manuscript provides evidence of how the moral 
framework of the tales was adjusted via excerpts. By removing both 
the tales from the apparatus common in Confessio manuscripts and 
also Genius’s moralizing voice, the manuscript prepares the tales for 
a free-standing existence in which they might be read for recreation. 
Stadolnik concludes by examining how the frames of these tales com-
pare to the frames of the Canterbury Tales in the same manuscript, by 
way of considering the manuscript’s treatment of Gower and Chaucer. 

The issue then moves from the material to the structural. Jeffery 
G. Stoyanoff of Spring Hill College focuses on the framing of the 
Confessio Amantis, demonstrating how Gower’s use of a circular 
frame throughout shapes and directs the reader’s interpretive possi-
bilities.  In “Beginnings and Endings: Narrative Framing in Confessio 
Amantis,” Stoyanoff argues that this circular frame requires that the 
reader consider the entire work retrospectively, reexamining all that 
has come before in light of the frame’s close. In the process, he empha-
sizes, the position of wisdom, rather than love, reveals itself as crucial 
to the Confessio’s project.

Turning toward the social and political, the following five essays 
all address, in one or another way, the tensions Gower identified in 
a realm he found to be increasingly fractious, and some of the solu-
tions his poetry proposes. Emily Houlik-Ritchey of Rice University 
considers the role of the neighbor in her “Fellows in the Wilderness: 
Neighborly Ethics in ‘The Tale of the Jew and the Pagan.’” The tale 
substitutes a righteous heathen version of the “golden rule” in order, 
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she asserts, to create an alternate ethical foundation for Christianity 
and thus limit Christianity’s ethical indebtedness to Judaism. By plac-
ing the Jew and the pagan in the same geographic liminal space—as 
travelers along a road—Gower creates a space where ethics and civi-
lization are challenged and explored. At the same time, by position-
ing the pagan as a type of proto-Christian, Houlik-Ritchey argues that 
the tale in fact reinforces Judaism and Christianity’s troubled—but 
neighborly—relationship. 

In “Social Healing in Gower’s Visio Angliae,” Kara L. McShane 
(Ursinus College) continues this focus on social relationships through 
a fresh examination of Gower’s account of the Great Rising of 1381. The 
essay considers the first book of Gower’s Latin poem Vox Clamantis 
through the lens of social healing and narrative medicine.  McShane 
argues that by creating a narrative that reinscribes the class hierarchy, 
Gower seeks to recreate societal unity after the existing social order 
has been fractured. Further, for McShane the allegory marks Gower’s 
concern with common welfare early in his poetic career and thus dem-
onstrates consistency between his major Latin and English works.

Building as well on Gower’s concern for social healing through nar-
rative, Pamela M. Yee (University of Rochester) in “‘So schalt thou 
double hele finde’: Narrative Medicine in the ‘Tale of Constantine and 
Sylvester’” offers a new reading of Gower’s “Tale of Constantine and 
Sylvester” through the lens of Rita Charon’s three-step model of nar-
rative medicine. In the process, Yee resituates the tale, in which the 
Emperor Constantine is cured of leprosy by faith, in the broader con-
text of the Confessio Amantis, particularly in the relationship of Genius 
and Amans. 

In “Old Words Made New: Medea’s Magic and Gower’s Textual 
Healing,” William Rogers (University of Louisiana, Monroe) empha-
sizes the connections between magic and medicine in Middle English 
literature, turning for his example to look closely at Medea’s healing 
magic in the “Tale of Medea” (and Jason) through medicine. By read-
ing Medea’s tale alongside On Tarrying the Accidents of Age, a treatise 
on rejuvenation, Rogers highlights how Gower thinks of age in medical 
and textual terms, and argues for what he calls a “poetics of rejuvena-
tion” in Gower’s Confessio. 

In “‘The science of himself is trewe’: Alchemy in John Gower’s 
Confessio Amantis,” Clare Fletcher of Trinity College, Dublin, ap-
proaches Gower and the sciences from the perspective of alchemy. 
Fletcher suggests that the alchemical passages of the Confessio Amantis 
uncover their centrality to two of Gower’s major concerns: the decline 
of the world and the decline of language. As a response to this deterio-
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ration, Gower emphasized the transforming force of labor in reforming 
both the individual and society.

Gower’s concern for the rightly ordered society is the topic also of 
Candace Barrington (Central Connecticut State University). Her con-
tribution moves the focus from science to law, a field with which Gower 
was quite familiar. She explores the tension between ecclesiastical law 
and common law, especially focusing on the problem of intentional-
ity, in “Common-Law and Penitential Intentionality in Gower’s ‘Tale of 
Paris and Helen.’” Through its depiction of Paris, Gower’s tale offers a 
productive reflection of a crisis that occupied English thinking at the 
time. While intention was essential to ecclesiastical law, the difficulty 
of determining intention plagued common law cases. As a result, the 
tale—and indeed Gower’s work more generally—demonstrates for 
Barrington the intersections between law and literature, emphasizing 
how the two mutually informed each other in Ricardian England.

The final three essays take up reception and reimagining of Gower’s 
work by two of his authorial descendants, Lydgate and Shakespeare. 
Stephen R. Reimer (University of Alberta) explores the connections 
between Gower and fifteenth-century author John Lydgate in “A New 
Arion: Lydgate on Saints, Kings, and ‘Good Acord.’” While convention-
ally many have seen Lydgate as a Chaucerian imitator, Reimer’s article 
claims a place for Lydgate as a major poet in his own right. For Reimer, 
Lydgate might be fruitfully aligned with Gower in terms of political 
agenda and relationship to poetic authority: in Lives of Ss. Edmund and 
Fremund and the Lives of Ss. Alban and Amphibal, Lydgate presents 
models of good governance in hopes of creating the good society. Thus, 
both poets are politically engaged, more directly than Chaucer, in their 
concern for the common welfare and “good acord.” 

In “Lydgate and the Trace of Gower,” Robert R. Edwards of 
Pennsylvania State University considers the several ways that Lydgate 
crafts his own authorial identity in relation to Gower and Chaucer. 
While Lydgate explicitly claims Chaucer as a poetic master, Edwards 
posits that in fact it was Gower who served as a model for Lydgate in the 
delicate work of negotiating sponsorship and urging political change. 
As Edwards notes, “Lydgate turns to Gower in works that speak about 
power and to power,” so that Gower provides an example of how a poet 
might successfully advance an effective public poetry, balancing praise 
and defense of political figures.

In the final essay in this issue, Jonathan Baldo (Eastman School of 
Music, University of Rochester) explores connections between Gower’s 
work and Shakespeare’s Pericles through a consideration of mem-
ory’s role in Shakespeare’s play. In “Recovering Medieval Memory in 
Shakespeare’s Pericles,” Baldo argues that the play seeks not only to 
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recover Gower’s voice but also the medieval perspective on memory 
represented in Gower’s writing. The essay thus moves beyond “John 
Gower’s chorus-like presence in the play, which many critics have con-
sidered, to explore instead the ways in which the play revives and dra-
matizes medieval memory culture. Shakespeare’s medievalism thus 
presents England’s own past as “Other,” reminding audiences of the 
changing place of memory in English culture. 
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