
Introduction: Transporting Chaucer

At the gate of Canterbury Cathedral in February 2011, a porter 
informed me that access to the Becket stained glass in Trinity 
Chapel I had come to research was off limits. There was a service 
happening. There was, however, a new statue of Becket in the 
crypt that might interest me. The statue seemed some compensa-
tion for having to wait for the glass so I dutifully trotted off to 
the crypt and searched with increasing puzzlement for the new 
artwork. Only, there was no statue. Nor, seemingly, Thomas 
Becket. At first.

The sculpture had been unveiled only a week before my visit. 
I had not seen the press release from Canterbury Cathedral, 
embargoed until 16.00 GMT, 30 January 2011:

On Sunday 30th January at 16.30hrs TRANSPORT a new sculp-
ture created by the artist Antony Gormley will be unveiled at 
Canterbury Cathedral. Antony Gormley is credited with a radical 
re-investigation of the body as a zone of memory and transforma-
tion. The two metre long work uses handmade antique nails from 
the Cathedral’s repaired south east transept roof to construct a 
delicate filter-like membrane outlining the space of a floating body. 
The membrane is suspended above the site of Thomas Becket’s first 
resting place in the Eastern Crypt of the Cathedral.1

The sculpture, it transpired, is not of Becket (see Plate 1). But it 
could be. Gormley writes: ‘the body is less a thing than a place; 
a location where things happen. Thought, feeling, memory and 
anticipation filter through it.’2 Suspended above the martyr’s first 
resting place, Transport anticipates recall of Becket, in part because 
of the sculpture’s location. It extends an invitation to conjure 
bodies that are and are not there; to enter into dialogue with the 
body mould suspended above our heads and the bodies remem-
bered or expected within our heads. There is no literal referencing 
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2 Transporting Chaucer

of any of the details of Becket’s martyrdom: no representation of 
knights, archbishops, Thomas’s famous head wound, or his healing 
blood. Contemplation of the nails, however, prompts an associa-
tion of Becket’s resting place with wounding and piercing. That the 
antique nails are rescued from the roof suggests Becket’s spiritual 
transformation through martyrdom. But Becket’s is not the only 
body that Transport bodies forth. To see a body of nails, hanging, 
calls both to mind and to feeling, an image of Christ suspended on 
the cross, riveted with nails, crowned with gouging thorns. As a 
metonym of crucifixion, the nails fuse the body of Christ in first-
century Jerusalem with Becket’s in twelfth-century Canterbury in 
twenty-first-century time. Transport conveys Becket’s body with 
Christ’s.

Crucifixion iconography is both courted and refigured. The 
membrane does not hang between the nave and the chancel. Its 
axis is horizontal, not vertical. In ecclesiastical space a horizontal 
body is an effigy on a tomb, or a corpse in a grave beneath a slab 
stone underfoot. The raised height of the sculpture reconfigures 
these associations of space, position and axis without necessarily 
leaving any of those associations behind. Suspended by a scarcely 
visible cable, the body appears to float in free space. Neither in 
nor affixed to stone, glass or wood, and with spaces between the 
nails, it remains unbound by any material attachments save those 
that an observer projects from within its Canterbury setting. 
While its constituent materials of nails and space suggest the 
tactility of marking and incision, because the nails make up the 
place and shape of the body while creating a membrane that 
is multiply pierced, Transport exceeds definitive representation 
of any  particular human body. One of the ways that bodies are 
told one from another is through the way that they are marked; 
marked through anatomy, costume, paint or incision.3 The nails 
in Transport however make up both an outer shape and an inner 
density. Even as the sharp materials of the nails deter the desire 
to touch, they inscribe spaces for the observer’s projection: for 
the observer to fill those spaces and the space around with bodies 
remembered, anticipated, historically vibrant and/or angrily 
rejected.

One hostile respondent to the sculpture complains it is simply 
a model of the body of Gormley himself. Honest John from 
Wakefield in West Yorkshire writes, ‘did you know he bases all 
his work (which is all the same – it is all figures) – on himself? 
He has a massive ego … I have more talent in my right testicle.’4 
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John’s testimony notwithstanding, Transport has no signs, genital 
or otherwise, that make it definitively male, or female. It has 
adult dimensions but no sign of age: no face, no limbs and no 
costume. But the Wakefield dissident has a point about all those 
other Gormley bodies. To an observer familiar with Gormley’s 
oeuvre, the membrane can’t help but prompt recall of those 
Gormley bodies elsewhere, even though this particular sculpture 
is not cast from the sculptor’s own body mould. Anticipated from 
memory, Gormley’s body co-exists with those that are prompted 
from what he has made. Gormley’s ‘own’ body re-fuses distinc-
tion between sculptor and sculpted. And yet this is not Gormley’s 
body any more than it is Becket’s or Christ’s. The body mould 
is what it is made to become. My first response when I saw it 
was to wonder why someone had strung up a giant hedgehog in a 
cathedral.

There is no one stable ‘source’ for Transport. An observer 
can walk all around the body, looking up, and around. But not 
down. There is no superior vantage point, no place assigned from 
which to look. Transport yields no directed itinerary, nor point of  
origin. Or destination. That is one of  the reasons why I choose 
Transport as a figure for the work of  this book, and hence its title. 
Transport  suggests movement between place(s) and/or person(s), 
and also to be beside oneself; a state of  being elsewhere.5 Crucially, 
 ‘transport’ is both a noun and a verb. Something that is  substantive 
is indistinguishable and inseparable from something that is in 
process. The Transport body in the crypt of  Canterbury cathe-
dral creates a movement in time and place that takes observers 
beyond themselves in their encounter with multiple bodies in 
durable time.

Why turn to this twenty-first-century sculpture to explore the 
movement of Chaucer through time? Are there not ‘bokes ynowe’ 
as Ymaginatif reminds the narrator of Piers Plowman without 
‘medlying with makynges’ to explain such matters?6 Yes and no. 
There are wonderfully supple studies of Chaucer’s works in rela-
tionship to what comes after him. Sources and allusions have been 
richly mined. Movement between manuscript and print studied 
meticulously. Chaucer has been imaginatively explored as a con-
genial soul in future textual company and as a corpse who persists 
in turning up amongst the living. A huge range of Chaucer’s 
works have been placed in fruitful conversations with those that 
come later, whether or not they explicitly refer back to the medi-
eval poet.7 My exploration in this book of encounters between 
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4 Transporting Chaucer

Chaucer’s oeuvre, Chaucerian apocrypha, and early modern texts 
has been informed and enriched by this scholarship. Transporting 
Chaucer does not dispense entirely with source and analogue study, 
or depart wholly from the tracing of allusions, and ideas of literary 
followings. But, rather than reading through chronological and 
genealogical succession – Chaucer and Sons inc., script and print, 
or its flipped incarnation of ghostly presence and anxious haunt-
ings – my analysis inhabits a temporality that is neither succes-
sive nor bounded. There is no argument between ‘medieval’ and 
‘after’; no struggle between canon and apocrypha. In a sense, this 
is a book about reading between the lines; the lines that have been 
drawn up to make sense of literary corpora to discipline them into 
 manageable time and place.

This book explores a question. What is going on when we encoun-
ter Chaucer’s characters, including ‘himself’, in works he did not 
make? I argue that when we pay attention to what happens when 
Chaucerian bodies – their physical appearance; their costume; their 
names and their sounds – travel between textual corpora (whether 
or not Chaucer wrote all of them), then authorised versions of liter-
ary time and place cease to hold. Meeting Chaucer where he isn’t 
supposed to be rearranges normative understandings of before and 
after, time and place. Transporting Chaucer explores the imagina-
tive possibilities that such encounters open up. Recognition of 
Chaucerian bodies between texts written at different historical 
junctures upsets linear chronology. The movement of Chaucerian 
characters back and forth plays out in movements of time experi-
enced as continuous rather than a sequence of temporal units that 
has been fabricated to tell the time in segments. Freed from unitary 
measurement and free to play, Chaucerian bodies cross the mate-
rial borders of physical books and the drawn-up borders of literary 
history. This book ravels strange meetings with Chaucerian bodies 
between works that Chaucer wrote, works deemed apocryphal, 
and early modern plays. Between all of these works, Chaucerian 
bodies are in transport whether or not Chaucer can be proved to 
have had a hand in them. These bodies are figures of resistance to 
 teleological versions of literary history. They are bodies that don’t 
keep time, and they make free with place. The bodies I explore in 
this book travel in and between works from around 1340 to 1700. 
Only, they are not held up by boundaries of periodisation. At least, 
not in the regular ways that these have come to be told.

I use Gormley’s Transport to form the title of this book not 
because I am on some grand mission to explain the process 
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of reading through sculpture, but because – quite simply and 
honestly – encountering this sculpture gave back to me, viscer-
ally and intellectually, a recognition of how bodies are thought 
and felt to travel across time that I had already started to write 
about. Transport bodied forth the experience of reading between 
Chaucer’s works and those that come after him in a way that kept 
getting lost when I tried to account for it in verbal language; not 
in the writing about the traffic between the texts themselves but in 
trying to give an account of what I was doing at a metacritical level. 
With its play with matter and space, and its room, both literally and 
figuratively, for the movement of an observer, Transport showed 
me a realisation of what it was that I had been trying to articulate 
verbally. Words, however, are supposed to be put into normative 
syntax and grammar. Such institutionally policed arrangements 
are an impediment to temporal congruity and co-existence between 
bodies and persons. Tense grammar and disciplined relationships 
between parts of speech tell out versions of experience that neces-
sarily privilege linearity, teleology, emphasis and subordination. 
For reasons of clarity, written language distinguishes between 
sentences, and between subject and object in sentences; between 
who is doing what to whom and when. On a micro-level, editorial 
conventions about language usage predetermine the versions of 
bodiliness that readerly experience may or may not recognise. That 
certainty of unambiguously separated persons in clearly articulated 
relationships may not always be desirable because, as I discuss 
in Chapter 2 of this book, it may give only a version of some of 
the facts. In stumbling across Transport, unexpectedly (acciden-
tally), I encountered a work of art that bypassed such regulation 
in its invitation to meet bodies past and present on different terms. 
Had the trains been on time, I should probably never have seen the 
sculpture; I should have gone straight to the stained glass that was 
the purpose of my research trip. Had I not seen the accompanying 
plaque which prompted reflection on the kinds of bodies I could 
meet there, I should probably have persisted in thinking about 
delusional hedgehogs or grumbling about being sent on a wild 
goose chase for a seemingly non-existent statue. That serendipity 
is important to the work of this book. On one level, this work ducks 
prevalent academic requirements to set out the journey in advance 
and meet its destination within required timelines and trajectories: 
to give advance notification of its outcomings and its inputtings.8 
Put less contentiously, coming across Transport enabled me to 
articulate what happens when bodies meet up between medieval 
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6 Transporting Chaucer

times and after that in ways that felt consistent with my experience 
of those unsought encounters.

It matters that my understanding of Transport’s coincidental 
bodiliness was informed both by physical artefact and by accom-
panying text.9 The relationship between verbal and non-verbal 
forms of art informs a great deal of the work in this book. Its 
narrative travels in and between written texts and material arte-
facts: stained glass, pilgrim badges, musical instruments, mouldy 
bread, manuscript illustration and medieval architecture. It is 
also important that Transport hangs in a medieval cathedral, one 
located in Canterbury. As I explore in Chapters 1, 2, 5, and 6, 
Canterbury is a destination that is, and is not, reached, both in 
Chaucer’s own works and in those that take up the narrative 
of what Chaucer’s works are become. Chaucer’s works shuttle 
backwards and  forwards between ecclesiastical milestones that 
are insufficient to contain them in fixed place and time. Set in the 
history of a medieval cathedral for present, past and future times, 
the work of Transport re-presents a bodily confection that is so 
characteristic of medieval cultural practices. Within its religious 
setting the twenty-first-century sculpture produces bodies that are 
coterminously historical, contemporary, human and divine in a 
mould whose synthesis would have been recognisable to a medieval 
mind, even as it takes an unfamiliar shape.

As is very well known, cycles of mystery plays stage redemp-
tion history in local time and place. Within the duration of Corpus 
Christi Day, townsfolk would watch their fellows become bibli-
cal characters performing Old and New Testament stories with 
the materials of local guilds. With the Crucifixion staged by the 
Pinners, the nails of Christ’s body are the tools of the soldiers’ 
trade. With the Death of Christ staged by the butchers at the 
Shambles in York, Calvary is the site of the civic slaughterhouse.10 
Cycle plays would have been performed in the streets; outside the 
bounds of ecclesiastical buildings. But the merging of the con-
temporary and the scriptural with townsfolk becoming persons 
from the Bible has its counterpart within the walls of the church. 
Donors of medieval stained glass take their place alongside figures 
from biblical history in the windows of churches. Even as they may 
not take centre-stage, their persons form part of vitrine drama in 
which divisions of time and place are glazed over. The Pricke of 
Conscience Window in All Saints, North Street, York, combines 
a paraphrase of the text of the Middle English poem from which 
it now takes its name with depictions of the end of the world. 
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The tenth glass panel shows the destruction of buildings by an 
earthquake. To bring home the horror of the event to the present 
congregation, the newly built spire of All Saints is depicted falling. 
At the top of the window two panels in the quatrefoil tracery lights 
show St Peter admitting redeemed souls into heaven and demons 
ferrying the dammed to hell. At the base of the window contem-
porary figures look with consternation at the events going on in 
the panels above. Whether or not they represent members of the 
Henryson and Hessle families who paid for this window, or figure 
the parish congregation of All Saints, the kneeling figures take part 
in an apocalyptic history which shows the destruction of their own 
parish church as a sign of the end of the world. The congregation of 
All Saints are invited to contemplate a version of themselves facing 
the end of time even as they stand within the very building whose 
future demise the window records.11

The overall scheme of the window suggests that it is designed 
as a prompt for repentance. Such penitential mingling of the con-
temporary and the eschatological in stained glass was not without 
its critics. The narrator of Piers Plowman exposes the potential for 
financial corruption in lay sponsor of ecclesiastical glass when he 
recounts a mutually incriminatory conversation between Meed and 
the friar in Passus 3.12 Yet the folding of contemporary persons into 
biblical and salvation history is a staple characteristic of the narra-
tive of the poem. At the start of Passus 18 the events and persons 
of liturgical holy week unfold in scriptural history and in recog-
nisable fourteenth-century place: in Jerusalem, at the gates of a 
medieval city, in a church and in the lists of a tournament. Christ’s 
entry into Jerusalem on an ass is dramatised through the liturgy 
for Psalm Sunday. Will the narrator wakes from his dream to the 
sound of glory and praise and ‘osanna’ sung to the sound of the 
organ (19.7–8). Latin quotations score the narrative with snatches 
of liturgy woven into the drama of the fourteenth-century allitera-
tive line to recreate in verse how liturgical performance in a church 
already made present and dramatic to the assembled congregation 
the scriptural events of the day that the service commemorates. The 
singing church also welcomes a nobleman, barefoot on a donkey 
coming to be dubbed a knight. Abraham as Faith, first introduced 
in Passus 16, is present in the episode as a herald. Standing in a 
window from an overhanging street like a character from a mystery 
play, or a figure in stained glass, he announces the name of the 
anonymous jouster with words from Matthew 21:9: ‘cryde “A fili 
David!”’ (18.15). Abraham/Faith/Evangelist/Tournament Herald/
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8 Transporting Chaucer

Figure in Glass speaks in scriptural, historical, and contemporary 
times and places all at once:

This Jesus of his gentries wol juste in Piers armes,
In his helm and his haubergeon – humana natura.
That Crist be noght biknowe here for consummatus Deus,
In Piers paltok the Plowman this prikiere shal ride
For no dynt shal hym dere as in deitate Patris.

(18.22–6)

Christ is costumed, socially marked, both as a knight in armour 
and as a ploughman in a worker’s jacket. He is both God and man; 
triumphant and scarred. His body is divine and human; his name 
Jesus, Christ, Deus, and Piers. To scrape out any one of the inscrip-
tions of time, place, body and name from this episode is to gouge its 
theological and poetic immediacy for all of time.

The figure of Piers Plowman however, for all of his timely full-
ness of personhood, is not available to be confused with its maker 
William Langland in the way that the Transport body can be seen 
to incorporate that of its sculptor Antony Gormley. Even those 
later works that take up the project of rewriting Piers Plowman for 
their own times and interests do not appear to have confused the 
ploughman figure with the poem’s author.13 In the case of The Book 
of Margery Kempe, however, the voice and actions of its historical 
author become inseparable from the scribes who wrote her. She 
becomes conscripted into ecclesiastical space resonant with figures 
from contemporary devotional writing and salvation history. As the 
scribe recounts in chapter 62, Kempe’s behaviour becomes devo-
tionally legible to him, intellectually and emotionally, as he recalls 
the Life of Mary D’Oignes.14 A lay woman with no established place 
in ecclesiastical structure becomes recognisably religious as she is 
reassembled alongside existing models of devotional practice: those 
of recent vintage and those in the Bible. How far this recognition 
is Margery’s and to what extent the scribes’ is a boundary that is 
probably impossible to determine.15 One example must suffice 
for illustration. When Kempe is examined in Leicester before the 
abbot of St Mary’s monastery, and the Dean of Leicester in the 
church of All Saints, the abbot and his assessors (with great spatial 
appropriateness) sit at the altar as she details an orthodox account 
of the sacrament of the Eucharist (p. 234). Quoting from the Bible 
in English, Margery publically challenges the Mayor’s moral stand-
ing, while in retaliation the Mayor scoffs at the sanctity of her white 
clothes and accuses her of coming to lead away the townswomen 
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(pp. 235–6). All this while, the townsfolk stand on stools to gape 
at a parish drama which bears more than a passing resemblance 
to Christ’s interrogation before the high priests in a mystery play. 
When she is sent to the abbey for further interrogation, the canons 
come out to give her shelter. To Margery, they appear as the ‘Lord 
comyng wyth his apostelys’. She is so ravished into devotional con-
templation that she is unable to stand up, ‘but lenyd hir to a peler 
in the chirche’ (p. 238). In Leicester’s pre-eminent ecclesiastical 
space, and with consummate theatrical blocking, Margery is sup-
ported in her mystical vision of Christ’s second coming by one of 
the pillars of St Mary’s Abbey. Margery takes her fifteenth-century 
place in scriptural time and salvation history by using a fixture of 
the church as a prop for her body. The daughter of the mayor of 
King’s Lynn, erstwhile brewer and mother of fourteen children, 
a woman without place within contemporary religious structures 
and categories, is conveyed dramatically into theological and social 
orthodoxy. She takes up a place in and through narratives that oth-
erwise would exclude her on account of having no room to recognise 
her devotional irregularity.16

Chaucer’s writing occupies a recognisable place in this blurring 
of boundaries between historical materiality, scriptural history and 
contemporary fictions. As in The Book of Margery Kempe, it is hard 
to separate confections of the author and ‘somebody else’, and it is 
difficult to tell text from voice. But those confusions are differently 
inflected from those encountered in Kempe. In Chaucer’s writings, 
it is Chaucer as author who reads between the lines. Chaucer trans-
ports textual versions of his own body in and amongst those other 
fictional bodies he brings into being. Between diverse fragments of 
The Canterbury Tales and beyond, a body that is available to be rec-
ognised as Chaucer’s, whether through voice or through narrative 
appearance, becomes transitive amongst bodies that are  multiply 
told, heard and seen. Shuttled back and forth in and amongst 
The Canterbury Tales and between other Chaucerian works, bodies 
are confected in ways recognisable from religious texts and material 
cultural practices. Versions of personhood play out in vernacular 
poetry that confound distinctions between discrete textual produc-
tions, between maker and made, and between sacred and profane. 
In the process – and this is what is distinctively Chaucerian – that 
traffic of human bodies transports literary corpora. Literary works 
written in the past keep present company with those in the process 
of being made. The movement of Chaucerian bodies makes texts 
float free through the boundaries that have come to be seen to hold 
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them up in proper place.17 Chaucer arrives before later writers and 
critics at a future he has already fashioned. Bodily transport between 
Chaucer’s own works anticipates the transport that is yet to be made of 
them in works that he did not compose. 

I discuss the movement of Chaucerian bodies (including 
Chaucer’s own) between fragments of The Canterbury Tales 
‘authentic’ and ‘apocryphal’ in Chapters 1 and 2. Chapter 3 shows 
how a specific body part, Chaucer’s hand, moves between a brico-
lage of other hands that he wrote, and hands that later illustrators 
made of them. Chaucer’s hand gets caught up in the telling not only 
of Chaucerian literary history but of critical stories of its recep-
tion further afield. These corporeal movements are anticipated by 
Chaucer’s writing even before the writing of The Canterbury Tales 
and their aftermath. The fashioning of the narrator in The Book of 
the Duchess projects a version of physical and literary bodiliness that 
sets in motion a translation of persons – and corpora – that antici-
pates the work of The Miller’s Tale. Between a dream vision written 
for the most powerful nobleman in the land, and a fabliau voiced by 
a churl, Chaucerian bodies and Chaucerian corpora are trafficked in 
and through some rather startling incarnations of the Virgin Mary.

When the scene of Gabriel’s Annunciation is figured in stained 
glass windows, the Virgin Mary is seated with a book in her lap. 
There is a window behind her. A beam of light, often issuing forth 
from a dove, streams through the glass. In its passage through 
the glass without fracturing it the light represents the Holy Spirit 
penetrating Mary’s human body whilst leaving it intact. The word 
of God is made flesh within the body of a mortal woman without 
breaking Mary’s virgin seal. Thus is the unfathomable mystery of 
the Virgin Birth blazoned. Placed in front of a window, in a window, 
Mary becomes bathed in the artificial light of the glazier’s craft, 
the light of the Holy Spirit, and the natural daylight of the world 
beyond the church’s stone walls.18 In The Book of the Duchess these 
iconographical figurations come to tell a story of literary production 
in which the body of the dreaming narrator becomes the body of 
the Virgin Mary. The Dreamer falls asleep ‘ryght upon’ the book 
he has taken to bed (274–5). The Virgin’s book that symbolises the 
Word of God she is to bear is become an anonymous tome that the 
narrator is unable to keep open before his eyes. There is a ‘gret hep’ 
of birds outside (295) whose singing fills the whole chamber with 
a heavenly harmony that the narrator has not hitherto experienced 
(307–20). His chamber is full of windows glazed with stories of 
Troy and its walls are painted with the Romance of the Rose:
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And sooth to seyn, my chambre was
Ful wel depeynted, and with glas
Were al the wyndowes wel yglased
Ful clere, and nat an hole ycrased,
That to biholde hyt was gret joye.
For hooly al the story of Troye
Was in the glasynge ywroght thus,
Of Ector and kyng Priamus …
And alle the walles with colours fyne
Were peynted, bothe text and glose,
Of al the Romaunce of the Rose.
My wyndowes were shette echon,
And thrugh the glas the sonne shon
Upon my bed with bryghte bemes,
With many glade gilde stremes.19

Line 324 explicitly draws attention to how the glass is not cracked; 
there is no hole in it. Light shines through the ‘shette’ windows and 
bathes the narrator’s bed with bright beams. As he announces the 
onset of his dream just before this description, the narrator has told 
us, in a seemingly comically irrelevant detail, that he lies in his bed 
‘al naked’ (293). When we aggregate all the details of book, birds, 
window, uncracked glass, texts, and vulnerable body, we see that 
this is not just a dream vision; this is an Annunciation scene retold. 
The light that travels in through the sealed window quickens 
the narrator’s naked body with new word from previous literary 
works. God’s Word becoming flesh becomes the light of literary 
precedent that in-forms a new body of text. A new literary corpus, 
a naked text that is the narrator’s body, becomes glossed with the 
spirit of Classical and Continental literary heritage. Transported 
to an English poem, the foundational moment of human salvation 
history becomes an originary scene of English vernacular writing 
that will fuse what has already been written with a new body of 
work produced by this Chaucerian narrator.

The narrator’s body is simultaneously the body of the Virgin 
Mary and a textual corpus produced in the fullness of time. 
Humble, ordinary, the narrator is picked out to produce new work 
that will transform what has already been written in the present 
moment of the poem. The feminised narrator becomes pregnant 
with pre-existent word that forges a new testament of literary 
history that is already prefigured by the old and which it is in the 
process of fulfilling. In his textual incarnation as Mary, the narra-
tor is intermediary between word and body, male and female, past 
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and future, sacred and secular. As Mary, the male narrator embod-
ies writing as reception that plays between temporal boundaries. 
Material borders (the glass windows) are sealed but the images 
they contain are uncontained. In a literary chamber that refigures 
the Virgin’s womb, textual containment and dissemination cannot 
be told apart. The dreamer is not literally Chaucer, of course; not 
in the historical sense. But if we follow the invitation to figure 
that is cued both by the reprise of iconographical signs and by 
the collocation of ‘peynte’ with ‘bothe text and glose’, then the 
windowed body is Chaucer’s just as much as the Transport body in 
Canterbury Cathedral is Gormley’s. The dreamer of Duchess nar-
rates into being the present and future work of the poet Geoffrey 
Chaucer. With this audacious arrogation of incarnational theology, 
the Mother of God is the Father of English poetry.20

Even more audacious perhaps is what this annunciatory scene 
becomes in The Miller’s Tale. Old Testament Noah’s Flood is 
restaged by fourteenth-century New Testament fictional char-
acters. In a ‘legende and a lyf / Bothe of a carpenter and his wyf’ 
(I.3141–2), John the carpenter becomes Joseph. Alison, his wife, is 
the Virgin Mary. She receives a somewhat secularised version of 
Gabriel’s salutation to Mary, as Nicholas, the singer of ‘Angelus ad 
virginem’ (I.3216), grabs her by the ‘queynte’ (I.3274). The foun-
dational moment of salvation history is become a student’s sexual 
assault on his landlady. At the end of the tale, the Annunciation 
glass of The Book of the Duchess becomes the open bow shot 
(hinged) window in an Oxford side street. The Oseney window is 
not sealed and uncracked, but hinged. It can be thrown open, and 
‘clapte to’ (I.3740). It reaches (significantly) down to the waist. 
Memorably, of course, it is a window out of which body parts 
protrude, fart and are met with kisses, and/or red hot pokers. And 
it is out of this window that the Virgin Mary as Alison thrusts out 
a body part that goes unmentioned in the Bible:

Derk was the nyght as pich, or as the cole,
And at the wyndow out she putte hir hole.

(I.3731–2)

Partly because the scene is set in pitch black night (no gilded dove-
like beams shine through this window), quite which ‘hole’ Alison 
presents is left unspecified (I.3732).21 That remains a matter of a 
woman’s ‘pryvetee’ (I.3164). The inscrutability of Alison’s ‘hole’ 
is a secular retelling of the theological mystery of the Virgin Birth. 
Neither the window nor Alison’s body is unsealed in The Miller’s 

BARR PRINT.indd   12 02/07/2014   16:52



Introduction 13

Tale; but the guarded silence about the nature of her aperture still 
cloaks the permeability of a woman’s body in mystery. Absolon’s 
disgust about encountering what he thinks is a beard gets us no 
closer to understanding exactly what hole of Alison’s body he has 
encountered. Neither does Nicholas’s gleeful riposte, ‘[a] berd! 
A berd! … by Goddes corpus’ (I.3742–3). In its yoking of unclas-
sifiable pubic hair to God’s body the oath simply serves to intensify 
the confusion.22 Between The Book of the Duchess and The Miller’s 
Tale, the body of Our Immaculate Lady and the body of ‘Chaucer’ 
are become an Oxford ‘prymerole’ (I.3268). The translucent 
purity of an Annunciation window, and an originary writing scene 
of English vernacular poetry, is become a woman scandalously 
thrusting her nethers through an open window in a fourteenth-
century public street. While John Joseph the carpenter tries to 
keep Alison/Mary ‘narwe in cage’ (I.3224), she escapes the spatial 
and temporal boundaries that would narrowly confine her. Eternal 
time, salvation history, fourteenth-century carnality and transport 
between earlier and later Chaucerian texts all come together as she 
(or should that be Chaucer?) plays her part faultlessly in the story 
of the rear window.

The Miller’s Tale restages the incarnational poetics of Duchess 
in theologically resonant fleshliness. The Duchess scene explic-
itly raises questions of how you read a text/body; the end of 
The Miller’s Tale revisits these questions through the unreadability 
of Alison’s hole as a figure for the inscrutability of God’s body. 
Chaucer’s dreaming corpus travels through time and through text 
to become incorporate with the bodies of the Virgin Mary and the 
coltish wife of an Oxford carpenter. Theologically quizzical fabliau 
keeps place with aristocratic dream vision in-formed by Classical 
and Continental reading. Written by Chaucer the poet and told by 
a miller who usurps the speaking place of a monk, Alison’s body in 
the window incorporates past and present Chaucerian corpora with 
dark theology in contemporary vernacular voice.

It is fitting, perhaps, that the body who in her earliest incar-
nation is a Chaucerian narrator should turn out to be one of 
Chaucer’s most well-travelled fictional creations. Alison’s is a 
body that is transitive not just in the work that calls her by name 
but also in other fragments of The Canterbury Tales and beyond. 
It is a critical commonplace that Alison has already appeared in 
The Canterbury Tales by the time she gets told by the Miller. 
She is, of course, Emelye from The Knight’s Tale, still clinging to 
vestiges of her Marian identity from Duchess as she is introduced 
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as fairer than the lily flower (I.1035–6).23 Set in a rather differ-
ent garden from The Knight’s Tale, the Merchant’s narration of 
the encounter between Damien and May up the pear tree turns 
Mary/Alison/Emelye into Eve. Helen Cooper’s classic study of 
the girl with two lovers is also a story of bodies in transport 
between The Canterbury Tales and beyond.24 Alison’s body floats 
through Chaucerian corpora beyond those works that Geoffrey 
Chaucer wrote. I explore some of her avatars in Shakespeare’s 
plays in Chapters 4 and 5. In Chapter 2 I show how Alison meets 
Chaucerian incarnations of herself in the unique fragment of 
The Canterbury Tales now known either as The Prologue to the 
Tale of Beryn or as The Canterbury Interlude. This ‘apocryphal’ 
Canterbury narrative upsets chronological linearity and confounds 
normative co-ordinates of time and place. Although The Interlude 
comes two-thirds of the way through MS Northumberland 455, its 
story is placed in Canterbury. Not only does the pilgrim assembly 
arrive at a destination that is never reached by other narratives of 
The Canterbury Tales but they set off for the return to London 
even as the remainder of the Northumberland sequence tells the 
tales of the pilgrims as they are still striving – and failing – to 
reach their journey’s end. Alison is one of the many persons in 
The Canterbury Interlude who has already been met several times 
on a reader’s journey through the Northumberland codex. As 
I show in Chapter 2, Kit the tapster, the woman who plays such 
a central role in The Canterbury Interlude, plays out a part that is 
conscripted with the words and actions of Alison. In turn, Alison/
Kit reprises the voice of a Chaucerian heroine from another work 
entirely: Criseyde joins the all-star cast of the Interlude bringing 
Troilus as the Pardoner along with her.

Like Alison, the Pardoner also does the rounds between 
Chaucerian works. But in contrast to Alison, the Pardoner’s name 
does travel with him as he commutes between the canonical frag-
ments of The Canterbury Tales and The Canterbury Interlude. So 
too, do recognised fragments of his body. I argue in Chapter 1 
that the Pardoner’s body in the Interlude anticipates the memorial 
newness of Gormley’s Transport body in Canterbury Cathedral. 
Dramatised in the spaces between the inn and the cathedral, sus-
pended somewhere between London and Canterbury, the Pardoner 
is become a portable Becketian relic whose ontology is as inscru-
table as his sexual anatomy. Signed with signs of Becket’s murder 
and his healing ampullae of blood and water, the Pardoner’s stig-
matised sexuality conflates the desire for the revelation of hidden 

BARR PRINT.indd   14 02/07/2014   16:52



Introduction 15

human anatomy with the parading of pilgrimage trophy. With his 
apparently tortured phallus, and his wounds to head, back and 
arms, the Pardoner is a concealed display of an abjected Becket and 
a tormented Christ as he rides away from Canterbury in the midst 
of his pilgrim group.

The first two chapters of Transporting Chaucer attempt to keep 
track of some hectic intra-travel between constituent parts of a 
continuously evolving Chaucerian oeuvre. I show in Chapter 2 
how the work of editors has swollen the volume of traffic. Through 
punctuation, capitalisation and emendation, persons are brought 
into an already populous pilgrim band from the memory of 
Chaucerian works beyond the Canterbury Tales, and beyond the 
oeuvre of Chaucer’s canonical texts. In one instance, Furnivall’s 
supplying of a line to The Canterbury Interlude is prompted by his 
memory of the Great Chaucer window unveiled in Westminster 
Abbey in 1868. Trailed into the poem are not only versions of 
Chaucer but an assembly of ladies from a blend of apocryphal 
Chaucerian texts. The Canterbury Interlude has become part of 
a recognisable landscape of Chaucerian literary criticism. Not 
so the text that follows it in MS Northumberland 455. Partly 
because it is a long redaction of an even longer fourteenth-century 
Anglo-Norman romance, The Tale of Beryn has been seen as a 
no-through-road back to Chaucer. Chapter 2 argues for a different 
version of events. The plots of Beryn and Bérinus depend on the 
instability of the signs of personhood. As a consequence, characters 
are made up back and forth between the French version of the story 
and its English redaction. In their Canterbury setting, narrated by 
a Merchant pilgrim, preceded by a Chaucerian Prologue and in 
the midst of a codex of The Canterbury Tales, the foreign bodies of 
Bérinus become persons rather familiar from the works of Chaucer. 
The most striking re-semblance is between the mysterious shape-
shifting person of Gioffrey/Geffrey and the inconsistent cameo 
appearances of Chaucer’s body in different parts of his oeuvre.

The re-citation of personal names plays a significant role 
in the border crossings I analyse in Chapters 1 and 2. While 
Proper Names create the appearance of separation and distinctions 
between bodies, that illusion is shattered when individual names 
turn out to be rather more common. Names shared between texts, 
even when written more than a century apart, trail the memory of 
bodies into narratives where they ought not (strictly speaking) to 
appear. Names play a vital part in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. 
It is often remarked that in this play Shakespeare took the name 
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of Philostrate and Egeus from Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale. I argue in 
Chapter 4 that the dramatic reality is far more complex. Nothing 
in A Midsummer Night’s Dream is just a name. When Shakespeare 
includes Philostrate and Egeus in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, 
he recalls and foretells a complex interweaving of past, present 
and future bodies in which The Knight’s Tale gets caught up in an 
unravelling of the borders of literary history. Chapter 4 shows how 
the anticipated memory of characters who ought to feature as part 
of a story but do not appear to be on stage folds three tellings of 
Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale into co-temporality. When Theseus lets 
slip in Act 5 that he has already returned a conqueror from Thebes 
before he has actually razed the city to the ground he unfolds a 
wrinkle in time that discloses the memorial presence of Emily and 
Arcite from The Knight’s Tale and Two Noble Kinsmen. Emily 
and Arcite cannot be properly admitted to A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream because they would wreck the couplings of the play on 
which Theseus’s dynastic desires depend. As Two Noble Kinsmen 
shows, the intratemporal presence of Emily and Arcite frustrates 
diachronic arithmetic and plays havoc with normative couplings. 
When Emily and Arcite become available to the temporal imagina-
tion of these three works, chronology and heteronormativity will 
not work.

The chapter shows how Emily and her avatars course through 
the language and imagery of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, shaping 
up and back like the temporally incontinent moon that dominates 
the play. Once noticed, neither Emily nor those other unruly 
women she brings in train (Alison included) can be dismissed. 
Philostrate is Arcite in disguise at Theseus’s court, stalking the 
boards all along, weaving in and out of the stage directions and 
textual cruces between Folio and quartos. For all that the Knight 
and Theseus try to manage time in a fashion that suits their dynas-
tic plans, temporality is not theirs to determine. Like guardians of 
normative disciplines of literary history, their attempts to control 
temporal succession are defeated by the unruliness of bodies that 
refuse subjection to superimpositions of time and place. The con-
temporaneous bodies that spill the borders of A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream pose a challenge to the placing of literary texts in genealogi-
cal succession. Although I do not present it first (my own subjec-
tion to a semblance of chronology in the ordering of the chapters in 
this book), Chapter 4 was written before the other chapters. I had 
not gone looking for Emily and Arcite in A Midsummer Night’s 
Dream on purpose. Discovering them to have been lurking there 
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all along prompted the question I explore throughout the work 
that appears in this book: what is going on when we encounter 
Chaucer’s characters in works he did not make?

Chapter 5 continues to address that question in relation to 
the personnel that flit in and out of The Knight’s Tale. Two 
Noble Kinsmen, William Davenant’s wholly neglected seventeenth- 
century play The Rivals, Lydgate’s The Siege of Thebes and 
Dryden’s Palamon and Arcite inhabit a complex intratemporal-
ity in which poetic and royal lines of succession lack distinction. 
While Two Noble Kinsmen jestingly replays the genteel apologia for 
vulgarity that has become so familiar from The Canterbury Tales, 
Davenant attempts to strip sexual licence from his 1664 version of 
Shakespeare and Fletcher’s play as part of his theatrical restoration 
of Charles II to the English stage. But the play cannot be rid of 
unruliness so easily; in part because of Davenant’s meddling with 
names. One reason why The Rivals has so low a critical profile is 
that the names of its characters are not those of The Knight’s Tale 
or Two Noble Kinsmen. Some names are invented, but others are 
the names of Lydgate’s characters in his telling of the ‘prequel’ to 
The Knight’s Tale in the Siege of Thebes. Davenant can be seen to 
swerve in and out of Fletcher and Shakespeare and Lydgate and 
Chaucer to tell the story of legitimate royal succession. His choice 
of names, however, cues the memory of noble annihilation and 
revolution yet to come. Only by diverting the course of Theban 
history and the end of The Knight’s Tale can Davenant stave 
off complete disaster. But he is unable to control how his revi-
sions spark new contention; this time, between royal mistresses. 
Lineage and literary succession are doubly upset, on stage and off. 
Davenant’s contributions to the Restoration stage celebrated the 
joining of the laurel with the Crown, but his successor in the Poet 
Laureateship, John Dryden, presents a rather different tale of noble 
collaboration. In the Preface he writes to his version of Palamon 
and Arcite, Dryden ignores his erstwhile friend and collaborator 
William Davenant (and William Shakespeare, and William III) by 
going right back to The Canterbury Tales and to the Tabard when 
he stakes his claim to poetic lineage and Chaucer’s supposed bays.

Dryden’s attempts to ‘restore’ the Canterbury pilgrims to their 
rightful place and time is bound up, as is well known, with his 
desire to be buried in Chaucer’s tomb in Westminster Abbey. We 
find ourselves again on a road well-travelled. Chaucerian bodies 
and those that would tell their time and place get shunted back and 
forth in time between ecclesiastical powerhouses. But as Chapter 6 
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argues, these churchly monuments are not as solid or as perma-
nent destinations as they are made out to be. Chapter 6 picks up 
on where the Canterbury journey finished in Chapter 1; with the 
prescient disclosure in Chaucer’s House of Fame, that Canterbury 
Cathedral, for all its wealth of stories told in stained glass, is a 
feeble foundation on which to base enduring narrative. Chapter 6 
shows that Shakespeare’s ‘man of gret auctoritee’ in Troilus and 
Cressida is not the Chaucer who tells Troilus and Criseyde but the 
figure who does not want his name told in The House of Fame. The 
action of the poem and play is told not in London but in the unruly 
suburb of Southwark. The poem and the play share a distinctive 
soundscape that collapses the distance that normative literary 
history would put between them. As Chapter 2 has already dis-
cussed, voices and their sounds reverberate over time in ways that 
override temporal segmentation and division. Trojan laud becomes 
the tittle-tattle of Southbank stews. The levelling of value and 
reputation is accompanied in both works by an acute sonic empha-
sis that eliminates difference between voice, sound, noise and air. 
In both works, the trumpet plays a key role. Resulting from its 
brazen lack of valves, the trumpet blows literary repute and stinky 
fart with insouciant caprice. The final part of the chapter considers 
the crucial role of silence and name in each work. The Chaucerian 
narrator refuses to anchor the free-floating tidings of Troy with the 
authority of a Proper Name. The figure of Antenor in Troilus is his 
opposite: a name without a voice. On stage, but mute, Antenor is 
a silent physical reminder of the fall of Troy that the audience will 
already have known even through it remains explicitly unspoken 
during the course of the play. And yet, directorial choices in the 
play’s performance history have yielded a scenario in which this 
speechless body becomes spokesperson for all the characters in 
Troy. Antenor and the narrator of The House of Fame are mirror 
images of each other.

A mirror image of a Chaucerian narrator will already have been 
encountered in Transporting Chaucer; only in Chapter 3 it is a 
mirror image of ‘Chaucer himself’. This chapter explores how 
hands are intermediated between visual and verbal Canterbury 
Tales. Medieval thinking about hands was conflicted. In scientific 
writings the hand is the supremely articulated part of the body: 
what distinguishes a human from a beast; the maker of civilisa-
tion, indeed the instrument of the soul. In Christian penitential 
writings, hands are always potentially agents of sin; especially 
of wrath, avarice and lechery. Meanwhile, in courtesy literature, 
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hands are exquisite agents of delicacy and taste. Hands in The 
Canterbury Tales reproduce this confusion. Chaucer writes about 
the pastoral hand that is simultaneously the agent of sodomitical 
congress; the groping hand of knowledge that is simultaneously 
the agent of the devil’s work of alchemy, and hands costumed 
with signs of aristocratic taste as the markers of death and erotic 
transgression. The hands in illustrated copies of The Canterbury 
Tales continue to confound distinction. The visual pilgrims of 
Ellesmere and Cambridge MS CUL Gg.4.27 are placed by the 
start of the tales that they narrate. But their place as ordinators is 
unsettled by the work of their hands. ‘Ordinatio’ is compromised 
by details that make available to the eye information that has yet to 
be read. Or information that does not textually ‘belong’ to earlier 
textual incarnations of a pilgrim. Or information that is derived 
from a place other than that of The Canterbury Tales. Readers who 
come to illustrated copies of The Canterbury Tales are brought 
face to face with bodies that may tell anticipated memories of 
textual hands they have encountered elsewhere. Their recall and 
their expectation replay text and image back and forth across the 
visual and verbal texts of the Canterbury Tales and other places 
besides.

The temporal movement of Chaucer’s ‘own’ hands is especially 
complex. His left hand in the Ellesmere Manuscript is inseparable 
from the memory of his right hand in the image of Chaucer from 
the Harley Manuscript that contains Hoccleve’s De Regimine 
Principum. Chaucer’s left hand is a little text hand: a manicule. 
Manicules have lives of their own. They provide orderly navigation 
through a text for readers even as they re-present its contents with 
unruly disregard. Chaucer’s left hand dramatises the full range of 
textual movement that manicules can orchestrate. Remembered 
and anticipated between Ellesmere and Harley, the work of this left 
manicule conflates the roles of poet, narrator, pilgrim storyteller, 
writer, reader; both living and dead. Without doubt, the most 
famous image of Chaucer, the one that is most frequently repro-
duced, is his Ellesmere self, pointing with his left hand. When 
translated to other contexts – whether, academic books, leather 
bookmarks or biscuit boxes – his left index finger, as in Ellesmere, 
points into an empty space. For all its authoritative iconicity, 
however, the work of the left hand in Ellesmere can no more fix 
Chaucer than his shape-shifting namesake in The Tale of Beryn can 
be formally identified. After all, the narrator of The House of Fame 
wishes no one to have his name ‘in honde’ (1877).
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A twenty-first-century readership is probably aware of how 
handedness has become part of a developing scientific discourse 
unavailable to Chaucer, but of whose significance his left hand 
seems pointedly prescient. Iain McGilchrist’s The Master and 
His Emissary: The Divided Brain and the Making of the Western 
World explores the different characteristics of the right and left 
hemispheres of the brain. The right hemisphere is associated with 
the left hand and vice versa. This is how McGilchrist accounts for 
the left-handed work of the right hemisphere. Time is experienced 
as duration rather than a series of individual, chronological, meas-
ured and marked-up segments. The right hemisphere processes 
the relational aspects of experience; knowledge in the form not 
of facts but encounters that are rooted in experiential encounters 
between one thing and something else: one person and another, 
or others. The right hemisphere, the part of the brain in relation-
ship with the left hand, yields a world that is changing, evolving, 
interconnected, implicit, incarnate, but never fully graspable, 
always imperfectly known. It’s the right hemisphere that allows 
us to understand metaphor, or to get a joke. The left hemisphere, 
the part of the brain in association with the right hand, produces 
knowledge in the form of division: clarity, fixity, and separation. 
Its work produces things that are known, fixed, static, isolated, 
explicit, disembodied: lifeless. As McGilchrist argues, we need 
the right and left hemispheres to work together to allow us to get 
around; to navigate our experiences.25 Both hemispheres are obvi-
ously crucial to the work of scholarship. But which is the master 
and which the emissary? It’s a coincidence (but to me, one of 
wonder and delight) that iconic Chaucer points with his left hand. 
It’s a coincidence – not least, as I argue in Chapter 3 – because 
his left-handedness is simply a consequence of the space that was 
left for him to fill on a verso page. Although I have written this 
book with my right hand, I have tried to make it work through the 
 guidance of Chaucer’s left.
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