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the Verginia episode which took place within the city itself. Moreover,

Livy links this episode with the Lucrctia incident in order to localize the
spectacular events within the larger context of the Roman history. Verginia
is a model of chastity, for which she is loved and esteemed by her bride-
groom Icilius. An incarnation of pudor and pudicitia, shé is persecuted by the
lecherous Appius. Therefore, when Icilius speaks to the assembled crowd
during the first court scene, he does so solely as a defender of morality and
not as an advocate of the disenfranchised people. He admonished Appius:
pudicitia saltem in tuta sit ~- "at least let our chastity be safe."17

And then he calls upon the fides of gods and men. The second court scene is
no longer reported in its entirety because Livy questions the truthfulness

of his sources. Here, too, Verginia is awarded to the claimant, who is

about to lead the girl away when Verginius rushes in from the battlefield

and threatens Appius withAa raised fist: "I have betrothed my daughter to
Icilius and not to you; I have reared her for marriage, not for harlotry“18
-- which I think would be the proper translation of stuprum, actually

"dishonour," in this context. Verginius' deed of desperation which now
follows is, as was Icilius' appeal, motivated by his sense of ethics: he
does not want his daughter to become Appius' mistress. And when Verginius
has finally made his way back to his company, he does not incite his soldiers
to an uprising of their class, he does not ask the suppressed plebs to rise
against the ruling tyrants; rather, he admonishes his comrades in arms to
protect their wives and daughters from Appius' unbridled lechery. This
long address couched in indirect speech concerns itself only with ethical
principles now abused by the decemvirs. In this way the rebellion becomes
an act of self-defense, a way of securing the moral values of the Roman
family against the immorality of the rulers and thus preserving the ethical
foundation of the Roman state.

The accentuation of moral values here is typical of Livy's sense of
history. He regards himsclf as a chronicler of Rome's rise and fall,
concentrating his attention on vita, mores, viri, and artes in the first
part, and on disciplina and mores in particular in the second part. Livy's
tribute to his predecessors19 in the introduction to his Ab Urbe Condita
and his awareness of Sallust's concept of history demonstrate that he
thought of himself as the last link in a long line of historians who shared
tne same ideas about the function of history. Instead of adopting the

analytical-scientific method of a Thucydides, they felt it was their task to
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preserve the virtues of the past for the generation to come and to deter
their countrymen from committing vices.zo Livy, too, accepts Cicero's
prima lex historiae, that is, veritas, when he declares that no external
circumstances will ever deflect him from the truth. But this assertion does
not imply that the primary duty of the historian is to discover the exact
historical facts; rather, his first question should always concern the use-
fulness of historiography, to which the answer can only be, a moral use.21
The value of historiography for Livy is its capacity to provide examples of
proper and improper conduct which man should either imitate .or shun.22

Livy is fully conscious of the normative power of the past, when mores and
artes had combined to form a synthesis between the spheres of moral conduct
and political activity. The artes, if they were bonae, would comprise the
principles of religious, political and private life: pietas, fides, concordia,
disciplina, clementia, prudentia, virtus, pudicitia, dignitas, frugalitas,
etc., In Livy, the eminent Romans always embody these principles, while the
villains typify their opposites.23 The two groups function both as incentive
and deterrent; that is, history is conceived of as an ongoing process.
Moreover, it is not world history but typically Roman history, produced by
the unique Roman spirit. To what extent this history is a product of the
fatum of the city is hard to say24 -- at least this power seems to play a
less prominent role in the determination of Roman history than in Vergil’s
Aeneid.

Embedded in this conceptual context is the Verginia story. Like the
afore~mentioned Lucretia story, it occupies a special position in the Roman
history. Both épisodes bring about a change in the form of government.
Tarquinius' lechery, i.e. his lack of personal virtus necessary for the
execution of responsible government, causes the downfall of Roman kingship,
and Appius Claudius' same moral failure occasions the deposition of the
decemvirs. In the large historical tapestry created by Livy for his con-
temporaries and for posterity some scenes have crucial importance. They
are much more significant than the interminable wars and the internal
wrangling reported by the chronicler. These facts accompanying the develop-
ment of a city state to a mighty empire constitute the framework enclosing an
inner history and, finally, reflect the decline of those mores which graced
the Roman people as an ethnic entity. For Livy, composing his history in
the time of the empire, the early Roman republic serves as the ideal form

of social community because in spite of the constant conflicts between
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illustrates clearly the generic differences between historiography and
exemplum, differences of essential importance for the make-up of the late
mediaeval versions of the Verginia story composed by Jean de Meung, Boccaccio,
and Gower.

In this transition from history to exemplum changes in content and form
occur. In regard to content, we encounter the dissolution of the net of
causal relationships. The presentation of history as process is abandoned in
favour of disconnected, self-contained episodes taken at random from the
historical process. With the ascendancy of the Christian concept of history,
these historical fragments assume the position of figurae in a divinely
determined history of salvation.28 In regard to form, there are three major
changes. First, the individual historical perspective is given up in favour
of a perspective striving for universality. Thus, individual views determin-
ing the shape and form of history are largely eliminated. Second, the concept
of history as magistra vitae, that is, the concept of history as macro-exemp-
lum, disappears in favour of the idea of history as micro-exemplum presented
in the form of static episodes with universal applicability. In short, the
individual stories do not teach histoxy as a process. Third and last, we
encounter the insertion of historical events in a non-historiographical con-
text which determines the selection of events to be included. Such a reset-
ting of events taken from historiography, however, ocqasions a purely contex=
tual ix?terpretation of their significance because every different context
changes their meaning. This sort of interpretability of historical events
differs essentially from what we have encountered before in historiography.
Whether the Verginia episode is interpreted as the conflict of classes or
as a restoration of violated ethical principles, it is part of the fight for
a new form of government. In this context it serves as an illustration of
different conflicting opinions. The context alone generates an episode which
derives its essential meaning solely from the historical situation. However,
as soon as the story is taken out of historiography, as we shall see, it is
subject to a number of vastly differing interpretations which are determined
by the now non—historical context.

In the Romance of the Rose,29 Reason tries to convince Amant, the pro-
tagonist, that love springing from charity is a greater virtue than justice.
In the dialogue of the two disputants, this contention comprises the major
theme to which the following minor theme is subordinated: power and virtue

are rarely joined together. If all men lived united with each other in



197

brotherly love, there would be no need for institutions upholding justice,
institutions, moreover, which often abuse their authority. In order to
illustrate this point, Reason cites the Verginia episode which the author,

30 that is, an exemplary explication of his

Jean de Meung, terms "cas,
thesis. At the end of the story, the lesson is briefly recapitulated to
Amant, who now accepts Reason's teachings.

Boccaccio, the second author to make use of the Verginia episode,
employs the story in a totally different context. In the preface to De
Claris Mul.ien'bus.31 the author points out that although the lives of
famous men have been penned by his great contemporary and preceptor, Petrarch,
no one has hitherto written the lives of famous women. These, however,
deserve our praise all the more because of the admirable deeds accomplished
in spite of their generic inferiority of mind and body. Especially notable
are the merits of pagan women who could not hope to earn the kingdom of
heaven through privations and self-sacrifice like the Biblical and Christian
heroines. Boccaccio, therefore, restricts himself to the description of the
lives of pagan women, both the virtuous and the wicked, in order to stimulate
the reader to imitate virtue and shun wice. The moral purpose of the
collection of portraits is thus clearly stressed. And it is from this con-
text that the Verginia story takes its general meaning, a meaning specified
and particularized at the end of the narration. The story here exemplifies
the harm unjust judges can do. It is addressed to the mighty, who should
guard themselves against following the contemporary custom of selling
justice for money. Thus, the story's very practical application exemplifies
Boccaccio's didactic intention voiced in the preface to De Claris Mulieribus.

In the Confessio Amantis,32 finally, the Verginia story is told by
Gower as an illustration of the fifth rule of conduct for rulers: the
preservation of chastity and the avoidance of lechery. The larger context
is the education of Alexander, used by Genius as an illustration of the
education of the ideal prince. Aristotle had supposedly given five rules
of conduct to his pupil and lord, Alexander, each of which Genius now
illustrates by means of exemplary stories. One of these rules states that
justice and lechery are mutually exclusive, and Livy provides an “olde
ensample"33 of this. The adage is repeated once more at the end of the
story, before Genius finishes his explication of this rule with one final
exemplary tale.

Let me recapitulate briefly: all exemplary versions of the Verginia

story take their meaning from their respective contexts. Jean de Meung
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Let us now look at the narrative conditions determining the reception
of the Physician's Tale. The rhetorical situation is set within a double
frame: an inner and an outer one. The outer frame is constituted by the
Canterbury Tales in toto; that is, within this larger context, the Physician's
Tale takes its place next to all the other tales and affects the audience
as one part of an aesthetic whole. This larger context will consequently
determine the meaning of the individual stories, since an audience's recep-
tion of each single tale will surely be guided by the impression it has
formed of the collection as a whole. Thus, the concept of structure, theme,
narrator, and genre will play an important role contributing to the reader's
formation of a total aesthetic impression which will, in turn, influence
his interpretation of the individual tales. The inner frame, unaffected by
the concepts determining the reception of the outer frame, constitutes
itself through the pilgrims, especially Harry Baily, the host. These charac-
ters function as immediate audience and as such they comment occasionally on
the individual tales. Their comments, therefore, also have to be considered
by the reader, because Harry Baily in particular often functions as a sort
of vox populi in his reaction to the stories told by his fellow travellers.
Even though Harry Baily does not distinguish himself by a keen literary
sensitivity, his commentaries, in spite of their limitations, still contain
something useful and commonsensical.

The Physician, whose character is not defined precisely in the General
Prologue, functions as a narrator within the inner frame. We only Know that
he has profound scientific knowledge and is excellent in his profession.

He has obviously accumulated a fortune during the time of the plague, a
fortune still increasing because of his fondness for gold. Moreover, the
omniscient first person narrator responsible for the portraits in the

General Prologue tells us that this practically minded man does not spend
much time reading the Bible. The Physician belongs to the solid middle class
of the pilgrims in the Canterbury Tales, whose representatives tell edifying
tales with a moral kernel. Thus, the assignment of the Verginia story to

the Physician follows the normal principle of distribution, a fact which
precludes any immediate scepticism about the nature of the tale.35 There

is no discrepancy between the narrator and his tale as we find it, for
instance, in the The Wife of Bath's Tale, or in the Merchant's Tale, where the
literary form of the lai and the romance, respectively, are necessarily »
distorted by the personalities of their tellers who are unfit for their

literary tasks.
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The tale proper begins immediatcly with a reference to its source,

Titus Livius. There follows, however, a ninety-nine line digression com-
prising almost one third of the entire tale, which has nothing at all to do
with Livy. fThe story ends with a ten line moralisatio, in which the
narrator imparts his interpretation of his story to the audience. In the
subsequent link, Harry Baily assesses the Physician's Tale and, eager to hear
"som myrthe or japes,“36 he effects a transition to the Pardoner's Tale.

Let us now return to the opening of the tale. Here, the reader is some-
what disconcerted by the long digression following the Physician's assertion
that Virginia has beenAnnst excellently endowed by Nature. The digressio
itself is bipartite. The first part, a loose adaptation of the Romance of
the Rose (lines 16006-48), depicts Natura's excellence which is superior to
any human creation. The second section contains a warning to educators to
perform their pedagogical duties diligently. Natura is God's "vicaire
general" {(line 20) who executes His procreational intent on earth. The divine
executrix has created Virginia as a perfect specimen of womanhood, both in
mind and body. She is a model of human perfection. The digression, in this
way, Creates a special context for the subsequent Verginia story, a process
resulting in the mutual interdependence of context and story. Virginia, the
personification of human perfection, falls victim to male lechery and paternal
arbitrariness. She suffers innocently because she has been favoured by
Nature. Her fate thus points up the tensions contained in the world picture
comprising the philosophical background of the story. Although one expects
Natura, God's vice-regent, to arrange the affairs of the world in an orderly
and benevolent fashion, the development of the story proper shows that this
providential order can take rather curious forns.37 In any case, the order
postulated at the beginning of the tale is no longer apparent. Thus, the
concept of the world has become complicated and problematic.3

It should not be surprising that in such a world the figures also
change. Instead of using mere types, the narrator attempts to create charac-~
ters whose actions are motivated to some extent. Appius is no longer merely
the judge who, captivated by the beauty of the girl, would like to possess
her; rather, he is incited to do so by the devil himself. Virginius,
acting upon sudden impulse in the three exemplum versions of the tale, is
here given ample time to deliberate his action. He tries to convince him-
self and his daughter by the force of argumentation that death is the only

honourable solution to the dilemma. Virginia, finally, becomes the character
























