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Abstract 
 
 

Modes of Multilingualism: Contemporary Language Theory and the Works of John 
Gower 

 
This project is an attempt to draw attention to the ways in which contemporary 

formations of language ideology have influenced contemporary readings of the 

multilingual practice of the fourteenth-century English author John Gower. By unpacking 

the relationship between his role as an “English” author with his linguistic practice, each 

chapter draws attention to the relationship between the operations of language and the 

operations of cultural ideology. My project aims to provoke a reconceptualization of how 

we think about multilingualism, recognize when and where contemporary language 

ideology is structuring our expectations of the operations of language, and revisit our 

unmarked assumptions about language and cultural identity. Further, my project aims to 

show that focusing in on textual moments of Gower’s work serves to build a picture of his 

multilingualism that is more true to the operations of language, rather than the operations 

of language ideology. By distinguishing between his ideological investments and the 

operations of language at each of these textual moments, this project seeks to attend to the 

operations of language without succumbing to contemporary language ideologies. 

This project, like Gower’s work, aims to think about language cross-historically: 

it provides a critical vocabulary to describe the disjunctions between present-day 

multilingual contexts and Gower’s own medieval literary practice. Each chapter offers a 

case study from Gower’s work that thematizes linguistic change and mobility and 

challenges dominant models of contemporary language ideology. The first chapter 

dismantles the conflation between language and nation. The second chapter tackles the 
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concept of English as a global language and its influence on shifting definitions of 

cultural identity. The third chapter reconceptualizes the relationship between “living” 

vernaculars and “dead” languages. The fourth chapter nuances how we understand a 

translation as a linear descendent from its source text. The ensuing comparative literary 

analysis in each chapter exposes unacknowledged political implications in modern 

critical discourse about Gower’s language use and literary output. In reading Gower 

alongside modern language theory, this project develops a framework for discussing 

medieval multilingualism in ways that is both mindful of historical language use and 

present-day language politics.  
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Introduction 

John Gower’s tomb in Southwark Cathedral is a grandiose piece of architecture, 

commemorating not only the man but his work as well. Gower’s head rests on his three 

major works: the Latin Vox Clamantis, the French Speculum Meditantis (or the Mirour de 

l’Omme), and the English Confessio Amantis. The effigy casts Gower as a trilingual author 

both through the presentation of his major works and through the inclusion of inscriptions 

on the effigy in multiple languages. The back panel of the effigy depicts three maidens who 

are meant to represent the virtues Charity, Mercy, and Pity. Each maiden is accompanied 

by a couplet in Old French.1 Below the maidens, four Latin hexameters declare:  

Armigeri scutum nihil a modo fert tibi tutum 

Reddidit immo lutum morti generale tributum 

Spiritus exutum se gaudeat esse solutum 

Est ubi virtutum regnum sine labe statutum. 

[The shield of the armed man now brings no safety to him. 

Rather, the clay has paid the common tributes to death. 

The spirit may rejoice to be freed from the exhausted corpse. 

It is in the realm of virtues established not to fail [or spotless].]2 

These lines are found in the manuscript of the Vox and in some of Gower’s other later Latin 

works, close to the time of his death. The effigy also demonstrates Gower’s religious and 

secular affiliations: his hands are rested upon his chest in prayer, a cross is located above 

the tomb, his collar represents his allegiance to Henry IV, and his ivy crown draws attention 

																																																								
1 For the exact wording of the inscriptions in both French and Latin and their translations, see “Iohannes 

Gower, Armiger, Poeta: Records and Memorials of his Life and Death,” by John Hines, Natalie Cohen 
and Simon Roffey in A Companion to Gower, ed. Siân Echard, pp. 23-42 (2004). 

2 Translation by Hines et al., p. 38. 
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to his occupation as a poet. The tomb merges multiple languages and both religious and 

secular motifs to form a rich site of authorial construction. Gower’s agency in creating this 

posthumous memorial is evident from his will. 

Gower died in 1408. His will, dated in that year, describes the arrangements for 

both his funeral and the effigy. John Hines believes that the tomb not only represents 

contemporary perceptions of Gower but also “his own model of how he saw himself, or 

wished to be portrayed.”3 Gower is extremely aware of and invested in how his literary 

persona is presented. He draws attention to his multilingualism not only through his tomb, 

but also through the poem Eneidos Bucolis. Eneidos is a Latin poem attributed to Gower 

which is found in five manuscripts and is considered to be a piece of “fictive self-

fashioning,” according to R.F. Yeager.4 Gower adopts the pose of being a “certain 

philosopher” who sends the poem to Gower to commemorate the completion of his three 

works, according to the Latin epigraph to the poem. While the tomb is a physical reminder 

that Gower wrote in Middle English, French, and Latin, Eneidos draws attention to 

Gower’s multilingualism by drawing comparisons between Gower and Virgil. Gower 

likens himself to Virgil by claiming equal prestige and authority, but distances himself 

temporally by claiming his works are in service of Christians, unlike the pagan Virgil, and 

linguistically by citing the three languages in which he writes. The memorial complex and 

his late literary texts show how Gower’s investment is in not only writing in multiple 

languages, but being represented as multilingual as well. 

 What this dissertation seeks to argue is that Gower’s singularity as an author comes 

from the way he theorizes language, and what his theorization of language can offer to 

																																																								
3 Hines 40. 
4 Yeager includes this commentary to preface the text of Gower’s Eneidos Bucolis. 
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contemporary understandings of linguistic and cultural identity. Further, this project seeks 

to distinguish between the operations of language from the effects of cultural ideology, 

which are often projected on to the operations of language. This project, like Gower’s work, 

aims to think about language cross-historically: it provides a critical vocabulary for 

thinking about the disjunctions between present-day multilingual contexts and Gower’s 

own medieval literary practice. Each chapter offers a case study that thematizes linguistic 

change and mobility from Gower’s work which challenges dominant models of language 

ideology. The first chapter dismantles the conflation between language and nation; the 

second chapter tackles the concept of English as a global language and its influence on 

shifting definitions of cultural identity; the third chapter reconceptualizes the relationship 

between “living” vernaculars and “dead” languages; and the fourth chapter nuances how 

we understand a translation as a linear descendent from its source text. The ensuing 

comparative literary analysis in each chapter exposes unacknowledged political 

implications in modern critical discourse about Gower’s language use and literary output. 

In reading Gower alongside modern language theory, this project develops a framework 

for discussing medieval multilingualism in ways that is both mindful of historical language 

use and present-day language politics. 

 

I. Vernacularity and Multilingualism in Medieval Studies 

Medieval studies has seen a shift from arguing that authors writing in vernacular 

English were “attempting to generate a vernacular canon which will substitute itself for 

Latin models in the very process of replicating them” or reading vernacular texts as simply 

“annexing Latin’s cultural authority” by showing how vernacular texts “demonstrate their 
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ability to do anything Latin can do, while marking their difference from Latin” to 

complicating the relationship between linguistic and cultural identity.5 A growing body of 

work has argued for the treatment of Latin as a vernacular itself. Suzanne Reynolds in 

Medieval Reading: Grammar, Rhetoric and the Classical Text points out that anyone 

writing in English or French is not writing “the alphabet of the mother-tongue–French or 

English–but the alphabet of Latin.”6 Christopher Cannon, in his article “Vernacular Latin” 

writes “Because Latin was the language of almost all basic grammatical training, it was the 

language every literate person met first in school, the language that first provided a 

schoolboy with access to books, and the language in which he was also first taught to 

write.”7 Ardis Butterfield in The Familiar Enemy writes, “anyone capable of putting 

English into writing had prior competence in Latin.”8 The evolution of the field has also 

raised questions about how we understand the relationship between English and 

multilingualism, and the gaps in those histories. Mary Catherine Davidson points out that 

“histories of English treat the status of the language as an isolated construct, neither 

unshaken in its self-identity nor derailed from its destiny by contact with Latin, Norse, and, 

most pointedly from modern perspectives, French” (3) and points out that “medieval 

multilingualism was itself the product of nonnative language acquisition most frequently 

also linked to highly exclusive literate and social privilege.”9  

This project stems from the very concept of how we frame language itself. I gesture 

to Davidson’s point about nonnative language acquisition, as language theorists have 

																																																								
5 Copeland 93, Evans et al. 322. 
6 Reynolds 8. 
7 Cannon 651. 
8 Butterfield 239. 
9 Davidson 3, 6. 
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critiqued concepts such as the “native” language or the “mother tongue.” For example, 

Yasemin Yildiz points out that the way we conceive of multilingualism is “refracted 

through the monolingual paradigm,” and that the monolingual paradigm itself only 

emerged in eighteenth-century Europe.10 Monica Heller outlines how multilingualism has 

been understood against the monolingual paradigm, as multilingualism is framed as 

“consisting of multiple monolingualisms, that is to perform as a monolingual speaker in 

more than one language, with no traces of the boundary crossing or multiple networks that 

multilingualism entails in practice.”11 Suresh Canagarajah goes further by abandoning the 

term multilingual entirely and uses “translingual” instead, as the term “conceives of 

language relationships in more dynamic terms,” and states that “we are all translinguals, 

not native speakers of a single language in homogenous environments. In this sense, the 

binaries ‘native/non-native’ also distort the translingual competence of all people.”12 

Canagarajah works against the “purported ‘whole’ language as the norm” as “wholeness is 

a social and ideological construction that people provide to their language resources.”13 

Canagarajah’s point is one that might be taken up in rethinking medieval multilingualism–

if we assume all languages as unstable and shifting, how can we rethink the operations of 

language in the texts of medieval multilingual authors? 

In medieval multilingual studies, the term “translingual” has most recently been 

used by Jonathan Hsy to describe “the capacity of medieval people to both think and write 

in more than one language concurrently” and to “emphasize the capacity for languages 

within such spaces to interact: to influence and transform each other through networks of 

																																																								
10 Yildiz 3-4. 
11 Heller 20. 
12 Canagarajah 8. 
13 Canagarajah 10. 
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exchange.”14 Hsy contextualizes his approach to language and the medieval English writers 

he considers by framing them through networks of linguistic and economic exchange. He 

says,  

Resituating these medieval writers in a mobile world that decenters English per se, 

I offer an alternative to narratives of teleological development that trace the ‘rise of 

English’ as a vehicle of literary expression. Indeed, I view Middle English as one 

vibrant vernacular whose intricacies are best understood by examining its 

relationship to, and interplay with, other tongues.15  

Hsy’s methodology draws on philology and historical linguistics. 16 Like Hsy’s work, this 

project does not construct a linear history of English, and is interested in examining the 

interplay of languages. I build on Hsy’s work by not only discussing the interplay between 

languages, but the interplay within languages as well, in line with Canagarajah’s critique 

of the myth of a “whole” language. However, I depart from Hsy in that I am less interested 

in arguing for a culturally or historically situated understanding of language (as Hsy’s 

project reads translingualism in the context of medieval trade, mercantile communities, 

urban spaces, and other moments of linguistic and economic contact); rather, by invoking 

modern language theory, I am interested in investigating how medieval literary studies has 

reconstructed linguistic histories in ways that are more revelatory about our contemporary 

and unexamined views of language than a medieval multilingual past. 

By reexamining the premises of how we view language, this project attempts to 

offer a reconceptualization of how we frame multilingualism in medieval literary texts. The 

																																																								
14 Hsy 6-7. 
15 Hsy 8, emphasis in the original. 
16 I will return to philology in the next section. 
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project specifically focuses on Gower’s works and reads Gower as a language theorist. The 

question of why Gower specifically is due to the state of Gower studies itself, as there has 

been recent interest in exploring Gower’s multilingualism more fully. Diane Watt, drawing 

on Mikhail Bakhtin, points out Gower’s “active polyglossia serves to undermine the 

hegemonic status of Latin; as Bakhtin explains, polyglossia fractures ‘the myth of a 

language that presumes to be the only language, and the myth of a language that presumes 

to be completely unified.’”17 Hsy shows that Gower “often articulates his poetic identity 

across linguistic difference” thus exhibiting “a truly polyglot mentality that renders binary 

linguistic oppositions provisional.”18 Ardis Butterfield argues that “Gower did not seek, 

and certainly did not achieve, a single linguistic identity as far as his contemporaries saw 

it” and provocatively asks, in her reading of his French work, “how ‘English’ is he?”19 Her 

reading of Gower’s Cinkante Balades points to the “cross-lingual verbal exchange” and 

“intricate verbal networks that are a symptom of mutual and widely influential cultural 

imaginings” between the English and French medieval literary traditions.20 She makes the 

salient point that “Caution should be exercised in any assumptions about how distinct, let 

alone how isolated, languages (or literatures) seemed to medieval writers. The post-

Victorian tendency to translate ‘English’ as a linguistic category into ‘English’ as a national 

one may be one source of confusion.”21 Butterfield makes the case that writers writing in 

English were not necessarily doing so to engage in a “proto-nationalist” act, as “in 

linguistic terms, anyone capable of putting English into writing had prior competence in 

																																																								
17 Watt 24, citing Mikhail Bakhtin, Dialogic Imagination, 68 (Ed. Michael Holquist. Trans. Caryl Emerson 

and Michael Holquist. Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 1981.)� 
18 Hsy 115-116 
19 Butterfield 240. 
20 Butterfield 238. 
21 Butterfield 239. 
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Latin and, most likely, French.”22 While Butterfield’s claim can, and has, been contested, 

her reading points to the vexed question of how we in medieval literary studies understand 

and interpret cross-linguistic contact. 

Using the work of language theorists to unpack how and why we have particular 

language paradigms– such as the conflation between linguistic identity and national 

identity; why we view language as a uniquely human capability; or moments where 

linguistic identity and cultural identity are in conflict– this project seeks to create a more 

expansive definition of what multilingualism means. By beginning with a thorough 

reexamination of the concept of language itself, this study attends to the multiple ways 

language identity can be expressed, and not reimposing cultural identity onto language 

identity. Davidson states that “mundane features of multilingualism… made medieval 

Anglophone experience distinct from modern English language identity” which is entirely 

true, but the term “Anglophone” itself is a weighted one that has dramatically shifted over 

time.23 Attempting to create a homogenizing picture of either medieval or modern English 

language identity does the work of cultural ideology. Similar to Davidson, other studies in 

medieval literary multilingualism tend to connect English writers’ choice to write in 

English as automatically an implication of national identity. I instead want to explore how 

we might reexamine their multilingual practice by shifting focus to distinguish between 

their investments in language from their cultural investments.  

I build on Davidson’s methodology in Medievalism, Multilingualism, and Chaucer, 

who decouples linguistic practice from national identity in order to “challenge any ongoing 

disciplinary narrative that would imagine medieval Anglophone identity in terms of a 

																																																								
22 Ibid. 
23 Davidson 10. 
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modern English that defines itself by resistance to multilingualism” to achieve a 

“triumphalist narrative” of English by examining how language theorists have already 

challenged monolingual structures and what their critiques can offer medieval literary 

analysis.24 By beginning with theoretical critiques of language ideologies that promote 

these constructions, I consider how Gower’s linguistic practice both within and between 

languages both resonates with and resists alternative contemporary formations of language 

identity. I also use and expand upon Hsy’s methodology, who points out that “our approach 

to English literary history changes dramatically once we consider the pervasive contact and 

interpenetration between Middle English and other languages” by reconsidering writers we 

perceive of as “English” by considering their investments in “polyglot spaces beyond 

England per se.”25 By focusing on a single multilingual author, I am flipping the question 

by investigating what contemporary unmarked cultural ideologies we carry into our 

readings of medieval multilingualism, and constructions of language history. I consider 

how Gower's multilingualism can reshape how we view the differences between the 

operations of language, and the operations of cultural ideology through close reading 

distinctive textual moments in Gower's work. Further, if we read Gower singularly, rather 

than within a larger body medieval authors, we arrive at alternative ways of viewing the 

operations of language both against and with the operations of cultural ideology. 

This project does not seek to build a complete picture of Gower’s multilingual 

identity, or make large historical claims about medieval multilingualism itself; instead, I 

focus on specific textual moments within Gower’s work to demonstrate when and how 

language operates and to what purpose. In doing so, I aim to disentangle linguistic identity 

																																																								
24 Davidson 14, 2. 
25 Hsy 25, emphasis in the original. 
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from cultural identity. By first unpacking contemporary language ideologies through 

language theory, such as the conflation between language and the nation (in Chapter 1) or 

anthropocentric approaches to language (in Chapter 3), this project reads specific moments 

in Gower’s works in order to build a more comprehensive understanding of both how 

Gower theorizes language and to provoke a reexamination of how contemporary medieval 

literary studies conceptualizes linguistic and cultural identity. 

 
II. Imaginative Geography, Imaginative Philology 

 Attending to constructions of language history means attending to philology. 

Edward Said, in his essay “The Return to Philology” in Humanism and Democratic 

Criticism, defines philology as “literally the love of words, but as a discipline it acquires 

quasi-scientific and spiritual prestige at various periods in all of the major cultural 

traditions.”26 Said continues, “A true philological reading is active; it involves getting 

inside the process of language already going on in words and making it disclose what may 

be hidden or incomplete or masked or distorted in any text we have before us.” Words are 

thus “an integral formative part of the reality itself.”27 Said describes the philological 

project as “a detailed, patient scrutiny of and a lifelong attentiveness to the words and 

rhetorics by which language is used by human beings who exist in history,” following 

Nietzsche’s philological tradition.28 However, in Orientalism, he critiques the discipline of 

philology for participating in the process of Orientalism. Briefly defined, Orientalism is a 

process of representing the Orient:  

																																																								
26 Said (2004) 58. 
27 Said (2004) 59. 
28 Said (2004) 61. 
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The Orient is not only adjacent to Europe; it is also the place of Europe's greatest 

and richest and oldest colonies, the source of its civilizations and languages, its 

cultural contestant, and one of its deepest and most recurring images of the Other. 

In addition, the Orient has helped to define Europe (or the West) as its contrasting 

image, idea, personality, experience. Yet none of this Orient is merely imaginative. 

The Orient is an integral part of European material civilization and culture. 

Orientalism expresses and represents that part culturally and even ideologically as 

a mode of discourse with supporting institutions, vocabulary, scholarship, imagery, 

doctrines, even colonial bureaucracies and colonial styles.29 

Within this broader critique of Orientalism, Said locates the discipline of European 

philology as emerging from the processes of Orientalism. He critiques philology in his 

analysis of Ernest Renan, a nineteenth-century French philologist. Said, after tracking 

Renan’s vision of philology, writes,  

The difference between the history offered internally by Christianity and the history 

offered by philology, a relatively new discipline, is precisely what made modern 

philology possible, and this Renan knew perfectly. For whenever ‘philology’ is 

spoken of around the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the 

nineteenth, we are to understand the new philology, whose major successes include 

comparative grammar, the reclassification of languages into families, and the final 

rejection of the divine origins of language.30  

The result, Said tells us, is that “the philological laboratory as Renan understood it… gave 

his Oriental subject matter a scholarly coherence, and more, it made him (and later 

																																																								
29 Said (1979) 1-2. 
30 Said (1979) 135. 
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Orientalists in his tradition) into the Occidental cultural figure he then became” thus setting 

up a “complex affiliation between Orientalism and its putative human subject matter that 

is finally based on power and not really on disinterested objectivity.”31 Said’s 

differentiation between the practice of philology and the discipline of philology within the 

structures of Orientalism is important. For him, the practice of philology, as stated in his 

later essay, is interwoven with humanism:  

Humanism is about reading, it is about perspective and, in our work as humanists, 

it is about transitions from one realm, one area of human experience to another. It 

is also about practice of identities other than those given by the flag or the national 

war of the moment. That deployment of an alternative identity is what we do when 

we read and when we connect parts of the text to other parts and when we go on to 

expand the area of attention to include widening circles of pertinence.32 

I begin with Said’s work as he is a touchstone for scholars who have done theoretically 

rich work on new approaches to philology. Michelle Warren, drawing on postcolonial 

studies and postmodern work writes that “post-philology… attends to local phenomena, 

while articulating the ideological investments of nationalist and universalist claims; it 

brings into focus the colonialist overtones of rhetoric of continuity and purity” and that it 

“is reading that can give you a headache: centers constantly shift, parallels meet, origins 

disperse, politics weights heavily.”33 Later, Warren points out that “Decoupled from the 

study of particular historical periods (classical, medieval), philology can mediate between 

the most specialized procedures for producing texts and the broadest critical concerns.”34 

																																																								
31 Said (1979) 148. 
32 Said (2004) 80. 
33 Warren (2003) 36, 37. 
34 Warren (2010) 283. 
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She tracks the “modifiers affixed” to philology, concluding that “they point toward the 

many ways in which philology cannot sustain the ethos of disinterested cohesion that 

surrounds it and so operates in the fraught domains of culture.”35 In her essay “Shimmering 

Philology,” she draws on a presentation by Carolyn Dinshaw and Margaret Long (which 

included “a montage of medieval manuscripts, original photography and film clips” 

demonstrating “various places that vanish or simply don’t exist”)36 to illustrate the 

relationship between mirage and philology: “Mirage…captures the nexus of reality and 

projection that defines interpretation. Whether at the graphic level (What is that blurry 

letter on the page?) or the abstract level of language systems (Is that mark a blurry letter?), 

philology constructs meaning out of materiality and imagination.”37 Warren’s analysis 

works with Said’s understanding of philology as a reading practice. 

 In the same collection in which Warren introduces the idea of the mirage and 

philology, Sheldon Pollock, in “Philology in Three Dimensions,” writes that “Philology is 

constitutively self-aware, awake to its own factitiousness and historicity as a knowledge 

form, and hence infinitely adaptable” and that philology “is by nature methodologically 

and conceptually pluralistic, because part of making sense of texts is learning how others 

have done it, and often done it differently.”38 Pollock points out that “what a text means 

can never be anything but what the text has been taken to mean by the people who have 

read it. Its one true meaning can be nothing but the assemblage of all these other meanings, 

which we use in our different ways depending on the kind of sense we are aiming to make 

of the world: what the text may have meant to the first audience; what it meant to readers 

																																																								
35 Warren (2010) 286. 
36 Warren (2014) 389. 
37 Warren (2014) 390. 
38 Pollock 399. 
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over time; what it means to me here and now.”39 Pollock’s understanding of philology, like 

Said and Warren, emphasizes philology as a reading practice, rather than a practice of 

reconstructing language history (as in the disciplinary history of philology that Said 

criticizes). 

 One of the questions that this project poses is how using the methodologies of 

medievalists working on non-Anglophone medieval texts repositions how we read 

medieval English literary works. Pollock, as a Sanskrit scholar, offers one productive 

method of understanding philological reading. Karla Mallette, in the context of the 

relationship and resonances between the European and Arab Mediterranean, offers another, 

and draws on Said in her analysis of philology and philological history as well. She offers 

a succinct definition of nineteenth-century philological history: 

Philology, briefly stated, attained the ability to create intimacy between an object 

located at a limitless distance from the reader… and the reading subject, through 

the medium of textuality. It did not deny the distance of the phenomena described 

in the text in order to achieve this. On the contrary, philologists affirmed and even 

emphasized the historical and/or geographical space that separated the text from its 

modern, Western readers. However, at the same time the philologist confidently 

asserted the capacity of modern scientific methods to allow specialists to adjust for 

historical or geographical difference: to reconstruct the historical and linguistic 

conditions that would reveal the meaning of the text.40 

																																																								
39 Pollock 410. 
40 Mallette (2010) 7. For a fuller historical account of the relationship between the history of philology and 

its development into the modern humanities, see James Turner’s Philology: The Forgotten Origins of the 
Modern Humanities (2014). For an excellent survey of the development of philology into English studies 
explicitly, see Haruko Momma’s From Philology to English Studies: Language and Culture in the 
Nineteenth Century (2013). 
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Mallette points out that Said’s understanding of philology is one that “unapologetically 

celebrates reading as an end in itself, as a moral exercise.”41 Mallette points out that reading 

philologically “can bring works we do not know to life and revitalize works that we think 

we know very well. In particular, it can restore cultural autonomy to the text,” thus allowing 

us to frame the text “not as a reflection of a European literary tradition… but as a text with 

its own tradition and its own networked intralingual and interlingual affiliations to other 

traditions and other works.”42 In a more recent essay, Mallette suggests that “Philology is 

a strategy of reading backward, attentive to the historicity not only of the text but also of 

the subsequent readings of the text, the encrustations of scholarship between the moment 

of the text’s composition and the present.”43 Though Mallette’s work engages with non-

English contexts, her framing of the philological project is useful in reconsidering how we, 

in the present, reconstruct the history of English. Mallette’s formulation of philology 

returns me to Said and how this project positions itself within the discussion of reading 

philologically. 

 My intervention in the conversation about medieval literature and philology builds 

on Edward Said’s conception of “imaginative geography.” Said writes that “To the 

Westerner… the Oriental was always like some aspect of the West” and continues that 

“Imaginative geography… legitimates a vocabulary, a universe of representative discourse 

peculiar to the discussion and understanding of Islam and the Orient.” Thus “Orientalist 

discourse” is “a set of representative figures or tropes” and therefore “we need not look for 

correspondence between the language used to depict the Orient and the Orient itself.”44 

																																																								
41 Mallette (2010) 201. 
42 Mallette (2010) 232. 
43 Mallette (2013) 101. 
44 Said (1979) 68, 71. 
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The function of imaginative geography is to “characterize the Orient as alien and to 

incorporate it schematically on a theatrical stage whose audience, manager, and actors are 

for Europe, and only for Europe.”45 From Said’s imaginative geography, this project 

develops the idea of “imaginative philology”– that is, reconstructions of English language 

histories that legitimate the unmarked contemporary formations of language ideology that 

guide our reading practices of medieval English authors (in this case, Gower specifically). 

I analyze the operations of language in Gower’s text considering his multilingualism in his 

own moment yet with a careful self-awareness of contemporary language ideology; my 

project thus arrives at alternative ways of reading multilingualism. 

 
III. Perspectives on Multilingualism and Major Theorists Engaged 

 In reading Gower as a language theorist, each chapter of this project puts a specific 

textual moment of Gower’s work in conversation with a contemporary language theorist. 

The contemporary language theorists, like Gower, negotiate tensions between the 

operations of language and the operations of cultural ideology. In doing so, we can see how 

Gower’s theorizations of language and theorizations of ideology speak to or resist modern 

models of language ideology. Further, we can see where contemporary reading practices 

might recuperate Gower’s text from certain ideological investments by considering voices 

or languages that Gower discounts as implicated within the operations of language within 

Gower’s text. Moreover, each contemporary theorist approaches multilingualism from a 

differing perspective in order to consider the different formations that multilingualism can 

take, particularly formations of multilingualism that are not structured by modern language 

ideologies. 

																																																								
45 Said (1979) 71-72. 
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Chapter One, dealing with the contemporary conflation of language and nation in 

connection with Gower’s deployment of the Babel tower episode in the Confessio, engages 

with Yasemin Yildiz’s work in Beyond the Mothertongue: The Postmonolingual 

Condition. Yildiz tracks the rise of the monolingual paradigm, emerging in late eighteenth-

century Europe, through the “gendered and affectively charged kinship concept of the 

unique ‘mother tongue’” which “established the idea that having one language was the 

natural norm, and that multiple languages constituted a threat to the cohesion of individuals 

and societies.”46 The mother tongue became “a vital element in the imagination and 

production of the homogenous nation-state.”47 Yildiz points out that multilingualism has 

always existed, but has become newly visible against the backdrop of monolingualism. 

Moreover, Yildiz points out that the idea of the mother tongue “constitutes a condensed 

narrative about origin and identity.”48 Considering the narrative of Babel that Gower 

deploys in the Prologue to the Confessio, even as his linguistic practice is at least bilingual 

if not multilingual in the same work, I argue that Gower exposes the illusory nature of the 

monolingual paradigm even as he tells a story about language origins. His insertion of the 

Babel story within the context of division and the impossibility of unity that he desires 

within a religious paradigm demonstrates the fictionality of paradigms of homogenous 

universalisms such as monolingualism.   

 Chapter Two, dealing with the tensions between language and cultural legibility, 

compares Gower’s deployment of the Constance narrative with Gloria Anzaldúa’s work in 

Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza. Anzaldúa is a touchstone for many 

																																																								
46 Yildiz 6. 
47 Yildiz 7. 
48 Yildiz 12. 



	 18 

medievalists working on language and cultural identity. In her code-switching book, she 

reflects on the constructed nature of both national and linguistic borders and crafts a 

linguistically hybrid voice to combat the monolingualism of nation-states (in this case, the 

United States and Mexico). While Anzaldúa is a necessary and useful model for thinking 

about the relationship between language and cultural identity, I contend that a third model 

of the relationship between language and cultural belonging is necessary. We need to allow 

for flexible kinds of contemporary Anglophone subjectivities, due to the broad internal 

heterogeneity of the global English-speaking community and tensions over who “owns” 

English, when reading a medieval English past. For this reason, I introduce the musical 

artist M.I.A. and critical responses to her music to demonstrate the need for a third 

formation of linguistic and cultural identity. While Anzaldúa captures the limitations of 

borders and the challenges of linguistic politics in the United States by asserting the value 

of Chicano Spanish and claiming a hybrid mestiza cultural identity, M.I.A. (and the critical 

response to her) highlights the need to decouple language and cultural identity entirely. 

Drawing these three examples together, the chapter articulates three different formations 

of the relationship between language and cultural legibility. Who can be read? How is 

difference marked or unmarked, in the Constance story across religious lines, and in 

Anzaldúa and M.I.A., across linguistic and cultural lines? By reading across languages, 

cultures, and time, this chapter examines what “cultural legibility” might mean in the 

Middle Ages and now. 

 Chapter Three offers a model of a multilingual reading practice by distinguishing 

between Gower’s subject position as writer and the subject position of the contemporary 

reader. It puts Gower’s apocalyptic dream vision in the Visio Anglie, also known as  Book 
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I of the Vox Clamantis, in conversation with Mel Y. Chen’s Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial 

Mattering, and Queer Affect. Traditionally, Gower’s Visio is read as political allegory for 

the Rising of 1381. Within the dream vision, Gower accounts for multiple animal and 

environmental voices that he hears, but resists hearing as communicative. This chapter 

explores the polyvocality of the text as a form of multilingualism via Chen’s theoretical 

framework of “animacy.” While Chen’s work is grounded in cognitive linguistics, the 

language ideology that Chen is critiquing is very much present in this moment of Gower’s 

work. Chen writes, “Using animacy as a central construct... helps us theorize current 

anxieties around the production of humanness in contemporary times.”49 She continues, “If 

language normally and habitually distinguishes human and inhuman, live and dead, but 

then in certain circumstances wholly fails to do so, what might this tell us about the porosity 

of biopolitical logics themselves?”50 With regard to linguistics in particular, she examines 

“how the semantics and pragmatics of objectification and dehumanization work through 

and within systems of race, animality and sexuality.”51 Chen’s critique of linguistic theory 

is that language disappears in arguments about materiality due to the fact that it is 

positioned as relative to cognitive capability. Inherent in Chen’s critique is the fact that it 

is humans who assign intelligibility and meaning to nonhuman actors, which is exactly 

what Gower performs in the Visio. Chen describes her methodology as “feral” in the way 

that it eludes disciplinarity: “Thinking and moving ferally constitutes a risk, both to the 

borders of disciplinarity and to the author who is metonymically feralized with the text.”52 

In her attention to animacy hierarchies, Chen also points out that “it is animality that has 

																																																								
49 Chen 3. 
50 Chen 7. 
51 Chen 30. 
52 Chen 18. 
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been treated as a primary mediator, or crux (though not the only one) for the definition of 

‘human,’ and, at the same moment, of ‘animal.’”53 This chapter connects Chen’s work with 

Michel Serres’ theorizing of sound in The Five Senses in order to build an understanding 

of multilingualism which is not based on linguistic markers of intelligibility, but instead 

offers a practice of reading multilingually that accounts for the non-human by reading the 

animal and environmental voices in the Visio as meaningful, even as Gower resists the non-

human voices due to his investments in class ideology. 

 Chapter Four considers language mobility in the play-text of Pericles, by William 

Shakespeare and George Wilkins. The play is a translation of Gower’s “Tale of 

Apollonius” from the Confessio. This chapter argues for an understanding of a multi-

temporal multilingualism by considering the elision of language within the events of the 

play-text, in comparison with the way the play-text sets up a meta-conversation about 

language by resurrecting Gower as its chorus figure. By engaging with Jacques Derrida’s 

understanding of hauntology in Specters of Marx, this chapter reads Gower in the play-text 

against medieval Gower, and considers how the comparison between the two complicates 

a linear understanding of textual inheritance. Gower in Pericles frames the action, often 

commanding the audience to “imagine” a certain place, creating a productive tension 

between the play’s fixedness in Southwark and the distant regions and temporalities the 

play-text asks us to inhabit. Derrida’s point that hauntology is “Repetition and first time, 

but also repetition and last time” and his point in Monolingualism of the Other that 

“metalanguage” is “spectral but infinitely desirable” allowing “the mirage of another 
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language to tremble” works in concert with Gower’s own metalinguistic discourse in the 

play.54 

 

IV. Chapter Summaries 
 
Chapter 1 

Dismantling Monolingualism: Babel and Nation in the Confessio Amantis 

This chapter offers a comparative analysis of medieval and present-day discourses 

that seek to naturalize the relationship between a language and nation through a close 

reading of Gower’s bilingual retelling of the biblical fall of the Tower of Babel in the 

Prologue to his major Middle English work, the Confessio Amantis. Latin marginalia 

accompanies Gower's verse account, but most readings of Gower's account of Babel attend 

only to the Middle English verse and read the tale of the division (dispersal) of languages 

as symbolizing the organizational principle of the text as a whole, which is divided into 

eight books. Instead of attending to how Gower links linguistic division and territorial 

dispersal, most present-day literary critics territorialize the entire work due to Gower’s 

dedication to England in the Prologue. Such reading practices oversimplify the linguistic 

complexity of Gower’s work in an effort to naturalize the relationship between the English 

language and English nation. 

While Gower’s work at times draws upon medieval discourses that figure the 

vernacular as a mother tongue, the bilingual operations of Gower’s Confessio offers 

alternatives to this paradigm. Drawing on contemporary sociolinguistic theorist Yasemin 

Yildiz's formulation of the postmonolingual condition, I consider how Gower’s divergent 

																																																								
54 Derrida (1994) 10, emphasis in the original; (1998) 22. 
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interpretations of the Babel story in Middle English verse and Latin prose annotations 

speaks to modern multilingual resistance to monolingual frames of analysis and 

interpretation. 

 

Chapter 2: 

Fictions of Linguistic Universality: Unraveling Anglocentric Reading from Constance to 

M.I.A. 

This chapter compares three subjects– the medieval Constance, featured in Book II 

of Gower’s Confessio Amantis, Gloria Anzaldúa, and the contemporary global bass artist 

M.I.A., born Mathangi “Maya” Arulpragasam– in order to re-theorize the relationship 

between linguistic and cultural identity. The story of the sea-tossed Constance was popular 

across many European languages, and Gower's version follows the transnational trajectory 

that all the versions of the story narrate; one notable difference, however, is that Constance 

is universally understood no matter where she travels. Unlike Geoffrey Chaucer's 

Constance who, in landing at Northumberland, can communicate because the people speak 

a corrupt form of Latin, or Nicholas Trevet's Constance who speaks many languages, 

Gower's Constance is depicted as intelligible no matter where she goes. 

Constance's linguistic universality reflects what modern sociolinguistic theorists 

have understood as the “lingua franca” model: the idea of a global, or somehow universal, 

language that emerges through moments of cultural contact. The seemingly similar modern 

global spread of English has created a model of “English as a Lingua Franca” (ELF). 

Medievalists such as Ruth Evans have explored the limits of making an analogy between 

Latin as a medieval lingua franca and English as a present-day medium of global 
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communication. Anzaldúa enacts a hybrid position between languages in her work. 

Arulpragasam’s linguistic subjectivity, as a third formation, demonstrates that thinking 

through the contemporary notion of “global English” demonstrates that English itself is 

still tied to conceptions of Anglophone belonging, even as English has become widely 

spoken across the globe, creating multiple Englishes beyond supposed “Standard” English. 

Though Arulpragasam is a citizen of the United Kingdom, rapping in English, as an 

ethnically South Asian woman, speaking the same language does not guarantee one’s status 

as “equal” or legitimate compared to white Anglophone artists who hail from the “inner 

circle” of the English-speaking west. This chapter explores how medieval fantasies of 

universal Christianity compare with present-day conversations about cultural 

intelligibility. The comparative analysis between Constance, Anzaldúa, and Arulpragasam 

reveals the unmarked and marked structures of cultural intelligibility in medieval literature 

as well as in the present. 

 

Chapter 3: 

(Un)domesticated Linguistics: Feral Vernaculars in the Vox Clamantis 

Book I of John Gower’s Latin work Vox Clamantis features a medieval dream 

vision allegorizing the 1381 Peasant’s Revolt. Gower names the rebels when he describes 

them as monstrous dogs, hybridizing the Latin meter with English names. The rebel bodies 

are linguistically disruptive, as the vernacular evades the ordered Latin of the text, 

threatening to alter the metrical form of the text itself. The auditory effect of these 

vernacular English names disrupts the classical elegiac Latin, as alien sound emphasizes 
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their monstrosity and unruly nature. If Latin is the language of stasis and order, then these 

monstrous vernacular bodies are a vigorous interruptive force that cannot be contained. 

Gower’s integration of English and Latin in Book I offers a productive alternative 

model to the distinction between Latin as a “dead” language and languages such as Middle 

English as “living” vernaculars, a binary often drawn by modern literary critics. Drawing 

on cognitive linguist Mel Y. Chen's concept of feral methodology, I argue that Gower’s 

work not only helps us to think critically about our modern tendency to categorize 

languages as living or dead; his poetic linguistic practice also generates a more nuanced 

understanding of allegory's ability to control or “domesticate” language. 

 

Chapter 4: 

Possession and Translation: Gower and/in the Text of Pericles 

This chapter uses contemporary translation theory to discuss the literary 

resurrection of medieval poet John Gower as the chorus figure in the play-text of 

Shakespeare and Wilkin’s Pericles (1608). This chapter approaches the text of Pericles as 

part of a literary lineage of translated Apollonius of Tyre narratives in which Gower 

himself participates, in the Confessio; Gower’s version of the tale in the Middle English 

text (the work upon which the text of Pericles draws) is itself drawn from Godfrey of 

Verbo’s Latin Pantheon. Just as Gower retells tales, the play text retells and reconfigures 

Gower’s version of this narrative. 

Drawing from Jacques Derrida's idea of the specter, this chapter explores how 

Gower's resurrection functions as a textual haunting, complicating our understanding of a 

linear progression from one linguistic iteration to the next. If translation, as it is often 
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framed, is an inheritance or a record of a lineage between texts and languages, then 

inheritance is richly layered in the play: textual inheritance is disjointedly embodied by the 

resurrection of Gower, and familial inheritance becomes tangled through the problem of 

incest within the narrative. 
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Dismantling Monolingualism: 
The Confessio Amantis and Multiple Multilingualisms 

 
I. Gower’s Babel Tower 

 John Gower's retelling of the Babel Tower episode occurs in the Prologue of his 

major Middle English work, the Confessio Amantis, within a section about the concept of 

division.55 The section begins by telling us that “Division aboven alle/ Is thing which makth 

the world to falle” and that because man is “mad upon divisioun,” man is mortal.56 The 

Latin marginalia accompanying these opening lines reads “Quod ex sue complexionis 

materia diuisus homo mortalis existat [That, divided because of the components of his 

constitution, every human being is mortal].” Gower's broader goal in this section is to build 

on the previous section, where he discusses how, when men are divided internally, the 

world around them reflects that divided state. He writes: 

The man, as telleth the clergie, 

Is as a world in his partie, 

And whan this litel world mistorneth, 

The grete world al overtorneth. 

[...] 

Therwhile himself stant out of herre, 

The remenant wol noght acorde. 

And in this wise, as I recorde, 

																																																								
55 Other discussions on Gower’s deployment of the Babel myth can be found in Jonathan Hsy’s “Gower 

and Theory: Old Books, New Matters” (in The Routledge Research Companion to John Gower, eds. Ana 
Sáez-Hidalgo, Brian Gastle, and R.F. Yeager, pp.9-20, 2017); T. Matthew N. McCabe’s Gower's Vulgar 
Tongue: Ovid, Lay Religion, and English Poetry in the Confessio Amantis in Chapter 2 (2011); Arthur 
Bahr’s Fragments and Assemblages: Forming Compilations of Medieval London in the Introduction 
(2013); Eve Salisbury’s “Remembering Origins: Gower’s Monstrous Body Politic” in Re-Visioning 
Gower (ed. R.F. Yeager, pp. 159-84, 1998). 

56 Confessio Prologue 971-2, 976. All citations of the Confessio are in line numbers. 
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The man is cause of alle wo, 

Why this world is divided so.57 

In Gower's view, the internal state of man is reflected in the larger world around him. 

Gower's interest in division is reflective of his broader systemic critique. Division is, to 

Gower, a condition of a post-Fall world in both people, as a condition of their mortality, 

and the world that people inhabit, as a reflection of the internal state of individuals. 

Gower’s framing here reflects the dichotomy of a multilingual reality against a 

universalism which is rooted in Christian ideology. 

 This chapter reads Gower’s multilingual practice through his deployment of the 

Babel myth against the contemporary concept of Anglophone monolingualism, and argues 

that contemporary monolingual structures are reflective of the way that Gower 

demonstrates universalism in the Prologue to the Confessio. By reading how Gower 

deploys the Babel story of language in the context of how he frames division, this chapter 

analyses the bilingual operations of the Confessio against the religious ideological 

investments shown in Gower’s discussion of division. This chapter demonstrates that in 

this moment of Gower’s work, the operations of language seem to be in contradiction to 

the ideological investments that he portrays. By engaging language theorist Yasemin 

Yildiz’s formulation of critical multilingualism, we can see how Gower’s linguistic practice 

works against structures of monolingualism.  

 Gower's Latin in the Confessio is most often read as a controlling mechanism for 

his English. As Latin is the language of order, the traditional argument is that the Latin is 
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meant to control the disorderly vernacular.58 Siân Echard in her essay “With Carmen's 

Help” nuances this argument, writing that while the Confessio “appears to be about 

control–of interpretation, of texts, of tongues,” that the “appearance of control is merely 

appearance, and... our unwillingness to see beyond it has to do with two modern 

assumptions. The first is that Latin language in Gower's day is a monolith, secure in its 

linguistic identification of the fathers and thus the source of final authority.”59 She 

continues, “To confer on Latin that subversiveness and delight in textual play which we 

happily credit to the disenfranchised vernaculars acts against our controlling metaphor of 

the hegemonic use of Latin, servant to patriarchy and colonizer of difference.”60 I would 

take Echard's reading one step further and say that to treat Latin as the hegemonic power 

against which English emerges also plays into the modern narrative about English itself as 

a monolith, and somehow teleologically inevitable as a dominant language. 

 Echard argues that “Gower's Latin problematizes the question of authority in the 

Confessio by presenting a reader with several competing authoritative voices, Latin and 

vernacular, none of which seems capable of taming the text” and concludes that “Far from 

being the secure source of auctoritas, language–all language–is shown to be radically 

unreliable.”61 Echard's reading of the role of the Latin in the Confessio is absolutely correct; 

however, she replicates the monolingual paradigm of language by thinking of English and 

Latin as somehow competing paradigms. While some of the Latin marginalia and 

																																																								
58 See Derek Pearsall's "Gower's Latin in the Confessio Amantis." In Latin and Vernacular: Studies in 

Late-Medieval Texts and Manuscripts. (Ed. A.J. Minnis, 1989) 
59 Echard 5. 
60 Echard 6. 
61 Echard 7, 9. Part of Echard's argument rests in the manuscript tradition, which I will not be addressing 

here. 
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colophons do offer competing interpretations from the vernacular English, some marginalia 

also reinforce the message of the vernacular text, like the marginalia about mortality. 

 The Latin in Gower's text is also often read alongside his interest in “divisioun.” 

Thus far, division or divisio has simply been understood as Gower's performance of a 

rhetorical strategy, a reading brought forth by one of the most influential texts in Gower 

studies, Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and Translation in the Middle Ages by Rita Copeland. 

Copeland reads the Confessio Amantis as what she terms a “secondary translation,” a type 

of translation in which Gower uses rhetorical appropriation in order to call attention to the 

Confessio's status as a vernacular production and “thus underscoring the fact of cultural 

and historical difference that vernacularity exposes.”62 Copeland reads Gower's use of 

vernacular English as Gower's way of claiming a position of authority for vernacular 

English, against the authority of Latin. Further, Copeland reads the Confessio not as a 

supplement to its sources but as a substitution due to Gower's use of vernacular English. 

 Copeland's consideration of divisio in the Confessio is an extension of her broader 

reading of Gower as a compiler, following A.J. Minnis who states in his foundational 

Medieval Theory of Authorship that “If Gower was a compiler who tried to present himself 

as an author, Chaucer was an author who hid behind the ‘shield and defence’ of the 

compiler.”63 However, Copeland's understanding of divisio within the Confessio rests on 

her larger claim of vernacular translation as rhetorical invention. She thus reads the Babel 

episode as a way in which Gower is calling attention to the vernacularity of his own text: 

“Confessio amantis not only speaks about divisioun, but as a vernacular text, speaks 

through and from the most visible sign of that historical condition of divisioun. In this way 
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the myth of Babel is not just an emblem for linguistic difference, but also for Gower's 

present enterprise of vernacular translatio studii.”64 Copeland's work has led to an 

understanding within the larger body of Gower scholarship of divisio and “divisioun” as 

operating on a purely rhetorical and organizational level, with very little interrogation of 

how division functions within the text itself. Turning to the episode in question, I argue 

that Gower's understanding of division and the Babel episode should be read in relation to 

one another rather than in opposition.  

 Gower writes:  

And over that thurgh senne it com 

That Nembrot such emprise nom, 

Whan he the Tour Babel on heihte 

Let make, as he that wolde feihte 

Agein the hihe Goddes myht, 

Wherof divided anon ryht 

Was the langage in such entente, 

Ther wiste non what other mente, 

So that thei myhten noght procede.65  

Nembrot attempts to build the tower in defiance of God, and God retaliates by dividing 

language so that no one involved in the attempt understands “what other mente” and 

therefore cannot complete the task. Interestingly, the passage is accompanied by Latin 

marginalia: “Qualiter in edificacione turris Babel, quam in dei contemptum Nembrot erexit, 

lingua prius hebraica in varias linguas celica vindicta diuidebatur. [How in the building 

																																																								
64 Copeland 216 
65 Confessio Prologue 1017-1025. 



	 31 

of the Tower of Babel, which Nembrot erected in contempt of God, language, at first 

Hebrew, was divided by heavenly retribution into various languages.]” The 

accompaniment of Latin marginalia to this particular passage calls attention to the fact that 

the Confessio is effectively a bilingual text, with Latin epigraphs and marginalia 

accompanying the vernacular text. Gower, however, also subverts the obvious bilingual 

appearance of the Confessio by invoking a third language–Hebrew.66 The “langage” that 

God divides, as announced in the vernacular, is Hebrew, according to the Latin. Further, 

Gower uses the French “Tour” to refer to the tower of Babel, introducing a fourth language. 

Gower destabilizes the bilingual nature of the Confessio, suggesting that the only truly 

authoritative voice in this text is the voice of God. Through his recounting of the Babel 

tower narrative, Gower gestures towards a network of languages that are only seemingly 

unified through a Christian theological tradition. More importantly, Gower's gesture to 

Hebrew as the unifying theological pre-Fall language suggests that Latin, too, is implicated 

in a network of vernaculars.67 

 Gower would have certainly been familiar with Isidore of Seville’s Etymologiae, 

where Isidore writes:  

																																																								
66 For more about the Babel myth in medieval language theory, see John M. Fyler’s Language and the 

Declining World in Chaucer, Dante, and Jean de Meun (2010). 
67 Other scholars have argued that we should understand Latin as a vernacular language. Suzanne Reynolds 

points out in Medieval Reading: Grammar, Rhetoric and the Classical Text (Cambridge University Press, 
1996) points out that anyone writing in English or French is not writing “the alphabet of the mother-
tongue–French or English–but the alphabet of Latin” (8). Christopher Cannon, in his article “Vernacular 
Latin,” (Speculum, July 2015) writes “Because Latin was the language of almost all basic grammatical 
training, it was the language every literate person met first in school, the language that first provided a 
schoolboy with access to books, and the language in which he was also first taught to write” (651). Ardis 
Butterfield in The Familiar Enemy (Oxford University Press, 2009) writes, “anyone capable of putting 
English into writing had prior competence in Latin” (239). I discuss this in greater detail in Chapter 
Three. 
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Linguarum diversitas exorta est in aedificatione turris post diluvium. Nam 

priusquam superbia turris illius in diversos signorum sonos humanam divideret 

societatem, una omnium nationum lingua fuit, quae Hebraea vocatur. 

[The diversity of languages arose with the building of the Tower after the Flood, 

for before the pride of that Tower divided human society, so that there arose a 

diversity of meaningful sounds, there was one language for all nations which is 

called Hebrew.]68 

Isidore also locates the rise of the diversity of languages as a result of building the Tower. 

Gower’s work is in line with Isidore’s in locating the “una omnium nationum lingua [one 

language for all nations] as Hebrew. Isidore continues to say that “Linguae autem dictae in 

hoc loco pro verbis quae per linguam fiunt [The term ‘languages’ is used in this context for 

the words that are made by the tongue].”69 It is important to note that in the original Latin, 

“lingua” is both used to signify language and the tongue. Isidore ends the opening section 

to Book IX of the Etymologiae with “Ideo autem prius de linguis, ac deinde de gentibus 

posuimus, quia ex linguis gentes, non ex gentibus linguae exortae sunt. [We have treated 

languages first, and then nations, because nations arose from languages, and not languages 

from nations.]”70 Though Gower replicates Isidore’s account of Babel and his connection 

between language and the tongue, Gower does not repeat the point that nations come from 

languages.71 Further, Isidore himself identifies different varieties of Greek and Latin 

																																																								
68 Isidore IX.1.1. Original Latin text from critical edition by W. M. Lindsay, published by Oxford 

University Press, Oxford, 1911. English translation from The Etymologies of Isidore of Seville, trans. 
Stephen A. Barney, W.J. Lewis, J.A. Beach, and Oliver Berghof, published by Cambridge University 
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69 Isidore IX.1.2. 
70 Isidore IX.1.14. 
71 Robert Bartlett, in tracking taxonomies of difference in The Making of Europe: Conquest, Colonization 

and Cultural Change 930-1350 (Princeton University Press, 1993), writes that race relations in medieval 
Latin Europe were “entirely cultural” and says that language was a marker of difference (197). Bartlett 
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following this section, exposing the illusory quality of wholeness within any singular 

language.72 

 Gower’s interest in and deployment of the Babel Tower episode is directly linked 

to how he understands division, and to man as a microcosm of the world around him. What 

this chapter seeks to argue is that Gower is uniquely theorizing language in a way that 

reflects on and ultimately exposes the fragility of the structures of universalist ideologies, 

such as monolingualism. 

 

II. Approaches to Gower’s Multilingualism 

Gower scholarship has meticulously investigated John Gower’s politics, but much 

of this work has not consciously explored uncoupling Gower’s politics from his linguistic 

identity.73 Further, I would contend that such work has potentially conflated Gower’s 

national allegiance with his linguistic practice, particularly in scholarship which tends to 

read his French and Latin works as only worthy of study in comparison to the (mostly) 

																																																								
cites Isidore, writing that “Medieval ecclesiastics and scholars, with their biblically based belief in the 
common descent of mankind and their theory of an original community of language, found it natural to 
see the post-Babel differentiation of language as the first step in the formation of races or peoples” (198). 
Bartlett’s point is not without merit, but this chapter is more interested in reading Gower’s rendition of 
the Babel tower episode and his understanding of division against how his linguistic practice operates at 
this moment in the Confessio.  

72 Isidore IX.1.4-7. 
73 For sources about Gower's politics and his deployment of politics in his poetics, see, for example, Russell 

Peck's Kingship and Common Profit in Gower’s Confessio Amantis (1978), Peck’s “Governance in 
Gower” in A Companion to Gower (Ed. Siân Echard, 2004), Judith Ferster’s “O Political Gower” in 
Fictions of Advice: The Literature and Politics of Counsel in Late Medieval England (1996), Lynn 
Staley’s “Gower, Richard II, Henry of Derby, and the Business of Making Culture,” (2000) Frank 
Grady’s “Gower's Boat, Richard's Barge, and the True Story of the Confessio Amantis: Text and Gloss,” 
(2002) Grady’s “The Lancastrian Gower and the Limits of Exemplarity,” (1995) Andrew Galloway’s 
“The Literature of 1388 and the Politics of Pity in Gower’s Confessio Amantis” in The Letter of the Law 
(Ed. Emily Steiner and Candace Barrington (2002), Galloway’s "Gower in His Most Learned Role and 
the Peasants' Revolt of 1381" (1993), Maura Nolan’s “The Poetics of Catastrophe: Ovidian Allusion in 
Gower's 'Vox Clamantis” in Medieval Latin and Middle English Literature: Essays in Honour of Jill 
Mann (Ed. Christopher Cannon and Maura Nolan, 2011), Yoshiko Kobayashi’s “Principis Umbra: 
Kingship, Justice, and Pity in John Gower’s Poetry” in On John Gower: Essays at the Millenium (Ed. 
R.F. Yeager, 2007) 
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Middle English Confessio Amantis. Part of this tendency emerges from the traditional view 

in medieval English studies to view English in an evolutionary fashion, rising up to displace 

the hegemonic authority of Latin and French; in Gower scholarship, the trend is to assert 

the primacy of the Confessio Amantis vis-à-vis its status as Gower’s only vernacular text, 

in order to consider the rise of the vernacular at a time when Latin was the language of 

authority.74 Due to Gower’s own tendency to cite Latin source texts, much attention has 

been paid to Gower’s retelling of Ovidian tales in the Confessio and his deployment of 

Ovid in the Vox.75 Both R.F. Yeager’s “Did Gower Write Cento?” and Eve Salisbury’s 

“Violence and the Sacrificial Poet: Gower, the Vox, and the Critics” discuss how Gower 

integrates lines from Ovid into the Vox in order to compose a new text, a method known as 

cento.76 Salisbury also focuses on the use of Latin in the Vox, a language she says is 

“perceived today as oppressive, condescending, exclusionary, and mercifully ‘dead’”.77 In 

her earlier work, “Remembering Origins: Gower's Monstrous Body Poetic,” Salisbury 

writes that the Vox as a whole “moves in two directions at once; written in a ‘dead’ 

language, it arises from another language world and threatens to exclude living speakers of 

																																																								
74 Rita Copeland discusses the Confessio Amantis specifically in Rhetoric, Hermeneutics, and Translation 

in the Middle Ages (1991); see Ruth Evans et al., “The Idea of Vernacular Theory” and Nicholas Watson, 
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75 See, for example, A.J. Minnis’s  “De Vulgari Auctoritate: Chaucer, Gower and Men of Great Authority.” 
in Chaucer and Gower: Difference, Mutuality, Exchange (ed. R.F. Yeager, 1991); Maria Bullón-
Fernández’s “Gower and Ovid: Pygmalion and the (Dis)illusion of the Word” in Through a Classical 
Eye: Transcultural and Transhistorical Visions in Medieval English, Italian and Latin Literature in 
Honour of Winthrop Wetherbee (ed. Andrew Galloway and R.F. Yeager, 2009); Kathryn McKinley’s 
"Lessons for a King from John Gower's ‘Confessio Amantis’” in Metamorphoses: The Changing Face of 
Ovid in Medieval and Early Modern Europe (ed. Allison Keith and Stephen Rupp, 2007); Thomas J. 
Hatton’s “John Gower's Use of Ovid in Book III of the Confessio Amantis” (1989); T. Matthew N. 
McCabe’s Gower's Vulgar Tongue: Ovid, Lay Religion, and English Poetry in the Confessio Amantis 
(2011). 

76 Yeager 1989, Salisbury 2007. 
77 Salisbury 2007, 125. 
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English.”78 Siân Echard, in her analysis of the Vox states, “the casting of vernacular 

languages as challengers to the hegemonic authority of Latin” frames Latin in a way that 

predetermines contemporary responses to Gower’s Latin texts.79 Echard’s comments 

reflect the evolutionary model of how one thinks about the development of the English 

language, casting English and its progression into the role of the normative model against 

which we read Gower’s Latin. 

Both Salisbury's and Echard's statements reveal not only the evolutionary method 

by which we are taught to view languages, but also the naturalized relationships by which 

people are taught to relate to languages. The Italian literary historian Franco Moretti, in his 

seminal essay “Conjectures on World Literature,” discusses the metaphor of the tree which 

underlies much of philological study. He writes,  

The tree... was the tool of comparative philology: language families 

branching off from each other... and this kind of tree allowed comparative 

philology to solve that great puzzle which was also perhaps the first world 

system of culture: Indo-European: a family of languages spreading from 

India to Ireland.80 

Moretti elaborates that the metaphor of the tree “describes the passage from unity to 

diversity” and that trees “need geographical discontinuity (in order to branch off from each 

other, languages must first be separated in space, just like animal species).”81 Moretti is 

absolutely correct about how the tree metaphor functions, which is why we need to abandon 

it in order to talk about multilingualism. Moretti's model of the tree, just like the idea of 
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79 Echard 124. 
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the mother tongue, plays into the binary of “life” and “death” that seems to underlie most 

conversations about language. Using these organic, evolutionary, kinship-laden metaphors 

to talk about language are ultimately about tracing origins. This leads us to unconsciously 

replicate models of multilingualism that rise up against monolingual paradigms (e.g. 

conflating national affiliation or cultural identity with linguistic practice). Models of 

multilingualism that use monolingual paradigms as their backdrop ultimately fail to truly 

address multilingualism, and multilingualism as a multiplicity, as these models of 

multilingualism are still centered around the conflation of language and nation that 

institutional monolingualism promotes. Thinking about multilingualism via Gower 

requires us to dismantle the fiction of monolingualism. 

At Gower's moment, the dichotomy between Latin and English as “living” and 

“dead” languages did not exist. Gower's own multilingual practice demonstrates why we 

need to move away from metaphors of vitality when we discuss both medieval and modern 

multilingualism: the paradigm of casting a language in the category of living or dead 

inevitably ends up framing its current state as its manifest destiny, leading to an 

evolutionary understanding of that language. Karla Mallette, in her recent essay 

“Cosmopolitan Philology” offers a more nuanced sense of medieval Latinity’s relationship 

to other vernacular languages through the concept of the cosmopolitan language, a banner 

that Latin falls under in her piece. She defines the cosmopolitan language as “the learned 

language of a formal culture” which “possesses the ability to 'stitch through time'” and 

“sustains literary life through the centuries, allowing writers to speak across otherwise 

unbridgeable gulfs of time.” According to Mallette, the cosmopolitan language is “a 

linguistic code that must be studied and learned as the price of entry to cultural life.” She 
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distinguishes the cosmopolitan language from the languages of European modernity in 

three ways: first, “it is no one's mother tongue”; second, “it has no territorial sovereignty”; 

and third, it is not linked to the now. Rather, its temporality is complex.82 Most importantly, 

Mallette refuses to use the “language of vitality” in her piece, as she does not wish to 

discuss the cosmopolitan language through the linguistic dichotomy of living or dead, 

which is how we generally understand most languages. The cosmopolitan language for 

Mallette is not only “transregional” but “transhistorical.”83 Mallette's work also highlights 

the difference between medieval Latin and modern English, as the first was a language of 

access, while the second carries a history of colonialism and imperialism, the consequences 

of which are felt to this day. I would take Mallette's analysis of the cosmopolitan language 

one step further, and say that the idea of the cosmopolitan language reveals all language 

acquisition as a construct. 

Linguists have similarly contested that the idea of the “standard language” is 

constructed. Suhanthie Motha contests the label of Standard English, and says that the term  

tends to summon definitions that rely primarily within popular discourse on 

place or geographical classifications- British English, American English, 

Australian or Canadian or New Zealand English- although none of these 

'Englishes' exist as a unitary and homogeneous variety. Standard English is 

an invention. English is English because of its connection to a place, 

England, but also to other places that have moved in and become 

representative of the English-speaking 'West'... Our engagement with the 

notion of place sets into motion processes of identification and 

																																																								
82 Mallette 415-16. 
83 Mallette 424. 



	 38 

differentiation, producing locality by positioning varieties in relation to 

geographic origins and in the process of inventing the metropole, which is 

as dependent in its produced periphery for its existence... The notion of a 

'Standard English' collapses without 'nonstandard Englishes' or 'World 

Englishes' to set it apart, to serve as an Other to its standardness.84 

Motha's contention is an important one because it reminds us that the naturalized 

relationship between a language and its supposed native speaker is a relationship that is 

meant to remind the speaker of their ownership of the language. Further, when one is 

talking about modern English, the unquestioned orientation is of the West to the East. 

Motha is also discussing countries where the languages of indigenous populations is deeply 

contested ground, and where colonialist expansion used English as part of its arsenal in 

order to take power and land. When one is discussing Middle English, the premise clearly 

needs to be reframed.  

 Tim William Machan's article, “Medieval Multilingualism and Gower's Literary 

Practice,” is one of the foundational contributions to thinking through Gower's multilingual 

practice, and is one of the few that attends to Gower as a multilingual author. However, it 

highlights the way in which medieval scholars are carrying modern models of 

multilingualism based in monolingualism into their readings of the medieval past. Machan 

discusses how Gower's Latin and French are described as Anglicized and writes,  

According to current theories on language acquisition, a native language 

indelibly influences the grammar of one acquired after childhood, and so 

Gower's French and Latin could not but reveal their status as second 
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languages. To say that Gower knew French and Latin, in other words, would 

be to say that he knew them in versions that reflected their secondary status 

in his linguistic repertoire, and he could no more lose his accent, so to speak, 

than can most non-Anglophones who learn English as adults today.85 

Machan continues to say that like “modern second language learners” Gower could have 

worked to “erase the influences of English in order to use French as a native” but did not 

because he simply did not have anything to gain from it strategically speaking. The problem 

with Machan's formulation is that it replicates the double-bind of nationality and language, 

and reproduces what institutional monolingualism strives to achieve–the naturalization 

between national affiliation and linguistic practice and acquisition. Machan's concept of 

modern “non-Anglophones who learn English as adults” who can't lose their accents also 

carries several implications: first, that “Standard English” itself is the unmarked norm; 

second, that English itself is one homogenous language, which is most definitely not true 

in the present; and third, in speaking to the contemporary American landscape, ignores how 

accented English is deeply racialized. Machan's analogy between Gower's “secondary” 

languages and modern “non-Anglophones” who don't lose their accents when they learn 

English as adults evacuates the very real histories and present-day power dynamics of 

colonialism and race from the way in which he deploys “Anglophone” as a term.  

 To be fair, Machan does address these dynamics a bit later, but flattens those 

relationships into simple linguistic dominants and subordinates: “...in order to maintain its 

status as a language of authority, English needs subordinated languages... more generally, 

American English needs immigrant languages as a means to maintain its dominant status 
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and the presumption (or illusion) of a monolingual United States.”86 Machan acknowledges 

that part of that relationship between American English and immigrant languages is about 

“sociolinguistic significance” in terms of what social status and economic opportunities 

certain languages afford their speakers and calls that deployment “strategic.” Machan 

continues to say that multilingualism can serve strategic purposes. More specifically, in the 

United States, “this strategic quality appears in the range of sociolinguistic significances 

that multilingualism can have.” Machan mentions that it can “mark immigrants with 

limited education and socioeconomic opportunities” which recalls his problematic analogy 

of speaking with an accent.87 The issue here is that Machan is talking about a 

multilingualism that is centered around English, a model of multilingualism that emerges 

from and replicates the problematic power dynamics created by institutional 

monolingualism. Further, Machan's approach to language, through his focus on 

Gower's “accent,” is a classic example of linguistic essentialism, which is an understanding 

of language that is a naturalization of the relationship between a language and its speaker. 

It ignores the status of English as a developing language during the medieval period, while 

replicating deeply racially related American ideas about language. Linguistic theorist 

Rosina Lippi-Green, in her seminal work English With An Accent: Language, Ideology, 

and Discrimination in the United States, considers both the concept of “standard language” 

and “accent” to be myths that are deployed by cultural consciousness. She writes that 

“Generally, accent can only be understood and defined if there is something to compare it 

with.”88 The concept of the accent is a flawed construct which serves as a tool for the 
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propagation of colonialist understandings of language. Moreover, the accent and its relation 

to the English language is implicated in the history of the founding of the United States, as 

colonists in their encounters with indigenous communities postulated philological practices 

and policies that were deeply racially implicated.89 

 

III. Paradigms of Multilingualism 

Before we move to Gower's multilingualism, we must first understand why a focus 

on Gower's national identity subsumes an interrogation of his linguistic identity. This is, in 

part, due to how we think about language today. Sociologist Pierre Bourdieu writes,  

To speak of the language, without further specification, as linguists do, is 

tacitly to accept the official definition of the official language of a political 

unit. This language is the one which, within the territorial limits of that unit, 

imposes itself on the whole population as the only legitimate language.90  

Bourdieu continues to claim that all other linguistic practices thus become held against the 

“theoretical norm” of the state language.91 Bourdieu exposes the relationship between 

language and the space of the nation. Moreover he highlights the legitimacy that nations 

offer languages through standardization and official use. However, any language in that 

space which is not the language is an intruder pitted against the language of the state. The 

contemporary understanding of multiple languages in the same political space as 

potentially violent is not novel and has been taken up by translation theorists like Emily 

Apter, who considers what she terms “language wars” in The Translation Zone: A New 
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Comparative Literature. Apter defines these wars as “national and ethnic linguistic 

rivalries, or the struggle of minority languages to survive the globalization of English.”92 

While Apter is highlighting and is ultimately interested in contemporary linguistic politics, 

and thus benefits from thinking of language conflict, I believe that reading multiple 

languages with each other rather than against each other changes how we think about the 

speaking subject–in this case, John Gower.  

 Bourdieu's comments also resonate with Echard's comments on reading Gower's 

English against his Latin. The Confessio offers a space in which we can read Gower's 

English with his Latin. Without interrogating Gower's multilingualism, we reproduce the 

modern nation-state's relationship to language. The conflation between Gower’s linguistic 

and national identity is something that we can begin to decouple through modern 

theoretical understandings of multilingualism. Authorship and multilingualism tend to be 

less distinct in medieval texts and scholarly interest in Gower as a translator has mostly 

attended to his English vernacular work; however, by considering his use of multiple 

languages, we can negotiate his multilingualism in more nuanced ways that intervene in 

Gower studies and offer more complex models of what it means to be multilingual. 

 In Beyond the Mother Tongue: The Postmonolingual Condition, Yasemin Yildiz 

writes that monolingualism “constitutes a key structuring principle that organizes the entire 

range of modern life, from the construction of individuals and their proper subjectivities to 

the formation of disciplines and institutions, as well as of imagined collectives such as 

cultures and nations.”93 She continues to claim that multilingualism, with its increased 

visibility due to globalization, “has not been absent in the last couple of centuries, but it 
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has been and continues to be refracted through the monolingual paradigm.”94 Inherent in 

Yildiz's understanding of the monolingual paradigm is the fact that the modern nation-state 

has a vested interest in retrospectively recreating a homogenous cultural history, which 

extends to language (as we have also seen via Bourdieu). Yildiz suggests the term 

“postmonolingual” in order to signify the temporal distance between the present and 

eighteenth century Europe when monolingualism emerged as a concept. Moreover, she 

highlights the kinship laden and gendered idea of the “mother tongue” which emerged due 

to the increased desire for monolingualism and the modern nation-state's interest in creating 

cultural homogeneity, and the view that multilingualism was a threat to social cohesion. 

Yildiz's work offers an extension to Bourdieu's understanding of the relationship between 

the language and the state by considering it not only as imposed on a population but also 

naturalized. While there is medieval discourse that aligns the figure of the vernacular as 

the mother tongue, Middle English was not implicated in the way that modern English is 

in the institutional power dynamics that surround that discourse today, particularly in 

conflating languages and nations. Medieval multilingual practice therefore offers modern 

understandings of multilingualism a different formation to turn towards. By reading the 

Confessio as a multilingual text and, more broadly, considering Gower as theorizing 

multilingualism through his polyglot practice, I suggest something more radical: we have 

never been monolingual. 

 The idea that language is, and our relationships to language are, a construct is 

familiar ground for linguistic theorists. Sinfree Makoni and Alastair Pennycook, for 

example, convincingly argue that the  
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perspective that languages are socially and politically constructed is 

necessary not only for an understanding of languages, but also for situations 

in which there are reasons to change them or to change the way we think 

about them. We are focusing on language because definitions of language 

have material consequences on people and because such definitions are 

always implicitly or explicitly statements about human beings in the 

world... It is therefore, necessary to overcome ideas about language if we 

are to imagine alternative ways of conceptualizing the role and status of 

individuals in the world. For example, a world in which plurality is 

preferred over singularity requires rethinking concepts founded on notions 

of uniformity over those predicated on diversity.95  

Makoni and Pennycook's argument is that language in itself is not predisposed to the 

dynamics that human agents have inscribed upon it. Language is not territorialized–humans 

territorialize language. Our relationships to language are not naturalized–human 

institutions (attempt to) naturalize our relationships to language. Makoni and Pennycook's 

formulation of all language as constructed shows a model of linguistic theory in which 

languages are always already developing, rather than treating any language's state as finite. 

 

IV. Language and Division  

 Before Gower addresses the tower of Babel, however, he presents the solution to 

the problem of division: 

Bot otherwise, if a man were 

																																																								
95 Makoni and Pennycook 27. 



	 45 

Mad al togedre of o matiere 

Withouten interrupcioun, 

Ther scholde no corrupcioun 

Engendre upon that unité. 

Bot for ther is diversité 

Withinne himself, he may noght laste, 

That he ne deieth ate laste.96 

For Gower, while the ideal state would be for man to be made of one “matiere” so that the 

insidious nature of division could never corrupt that “unité,” the condition of mortality 

itself is predicated on division in a post-Fall world. Reading this passage alongside Gower's 

comments about Babel forces the question of how Gower is connecting bodily division and 

linguistic division, which is a reading that we can think about via the concept of linguistic 

essentialism. Gower overturns linguistic essentialism here, as linguistic practice is 

differentiated due to the condition of humanity and mortality. Territorialization does not 

determine linguistic practice. Rather, it is language that becomes the condition of plurality 

amongst people. Most importantly, the Babel tower episode demonstrates that linguistic 

misunderstanding is as much a part of the human experience as linguistic unity. As much 

as Gower bemoans “divisioun,” he is highlighting the diversity of peoples, without using 

language as a tool to unite different factions of people. True unity is only achieved in 

heaven which is full of “pes and al accord.”97 

 Further, Gower's ideal scenario of man being made of one “matiere,” when read 

alongside the Babel incident, shows that linguistic universality is a part of the Edenic vision 
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that protects people from division, reflecting how contemporary monolingual ideologies 

structure the world and the institutional organization of monolingualism. Ultimately, this 

ideal is based upon a religious ideology rather than a linguistic one. Linguistic universality 

is simply the byproduct.98 Gower frames Babel in his larger point about division and sin. 

Following his recounting of Babel, he says:  

And thus it stant of every dede 

Wher Senne takth the cause on honde 

It may upriht noght longe stonde; 

For Senne of his condicioun 

Is moder of divisioun 

And tokne whan the world schal faile.99 

By framing sin as the “moder of divisioun,” Gower locates the genealogical tracing, 

generally applied to language through the idea of the mother tongue, in the inherently 

divided state of mortality. Sin is also framed as a “he,” complicating the gendered 

reproductive logic of cultural identity produced by the idea of the mother tongue (or the 

mother land). Linguistic division becomes a side effect of the broader concept of division, 

and the result of Nembrot's actions. Gower effectively relocates the organic and 

evolutionary metaphor by which we understand linguistic division back to actual people. 

Genealogy stops being a metaphor for language and linguistic evolution, while language 

division becomes a metaphor for mortal existence. By reading the Babel episode and 
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Gower's understanding of division alongside each other, it becomes clear that cultural 

identity is not being located through language. 

 Gower's framing of Sin as a “he” from whom the world is descended, when read 

alongside Gower's opening Latin colophon to the Confessio where Gower invokes a 

network of languages, seems to suggest that Gower is making a claim about cultural 

production through language. Gower writes: 

Torpor, ebes sensus, scola parua labor minimusque 

Causant quo minimus ipse minora canam: 

Qua tamen Engisti lingua canit Insula Bruti 

Anglica Carmente metra iuuante loquar 

Ossibus ergo carens que conterit ossa loquelis 

Absit, et interpres stet procul oro malus.  

[Listlessness, dull discernment, little schooling and least labor are the 

causes by which, I, least of all, sing things all the lesser. Nonetheless, in the 

tongue of Hengist in which the island of Brutus sings, with Carmentis’ aid 

I will utter English verses. Let then the boneless one that breaks bones with 

speeches be absent, and let the interpreter wicked in word stand far away.] 

Gower gestures to the network between Latin and English through the figures of Carmen 

and Hengist. Moreover, Gower associates language with the tongue, and gestures towards 

the possibility of an interpreter. In a note to the excerpt of the Confessio in The Idea of the 

Vernacular, the editors note that this “is perhaps an ironic acknowledgement of the power 

of the reader's–or interpreter's–words to wrest meaning away from authorial intention.”100 
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Diane Watt in Amoral Gower, writing from a feminist and queer theoretical foundation, 

reads the tongue and the act of reading here as phallic. She writes, “The materials and 

matter of the text are seen as passive and feminine, while the author, because his role is 

viewed as active in that he generates the text and gives it form, is gendered masculine” 

while “The text and its creator are rendered feminine or effeminate because a reader whom 

the author cannot control threatens them with penetration.”101 However, in light of Sin's 

male gender, Gower offers an alternative to modern models of multilingualism which 

feminize multilingualism against masculine and nationalistic discourses of 

monolingualism.  

 Gower here might be gesturing to the complexities in gendering cultural 

(re)production. Modern models of linguistic, and thus cultural, identity stem from ones 

“mother land” or “mother tongue.” As Yildiz writes, “the manufactured proximity between 

'mother' and 'language' stages the fantasy behind the modern notion of the mother tongue–

namely, that the mother tongue emanates from the mother's body.” Yildiz continues, 

“within the monolingual paradigm, 'mother tongue' is more than a metaphor. Instead, it 

constitutes a condensed narrative about origin and identity.” Her project is an attempt to 

read the mother tongue “as a linguistic family romance” which “helps to fantasize a bodily 

as well as a familial grounding in language” and says that “this model offers a blueprint for 

tracing the emergence of possible alternative family romances that produce different 

conceptions of the relationship between languages and subjects and the origins of their 

affective ties.”102 Further, as she says, “A critical multilingualism can help open 'new 
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affective paths' via linguistic practices not tied to kinship and ethnic identity.”103 Yildiz's 

project is an attempt to make room for different kinds of affective relationships to language, 

as modern monolingual paradigms insist on conflating linguistic identity, cultural identity, 

and national identity. She concludes that “the 'mother tongue' is an aggregate of differential 

elements, all of which are subject to historical and social configuration,” and that there are 

a number of ways to relate “to and through language, be it familial inheritance, social 

embeddedness, emotional attachment, personal identification, or linguistic competence.” 

Yildiz points out that  

we need to reimagine subjects as open to criscrossing linguistic 

identifications, if not woven from the fabric of numerous linguistic sources. 

Such multiplicity breaks with the monolingual premise so often hidden in 

the notion that language correlates to identity. Languages do indeed relate 

to identities, but not in any predetermined, predictable way, as this book 

demonstrates.104  

While I am not claiming that Gower demonstrates any one particular affective affinity for 

any language that he writes in, as it seems more to be an intellectual exercise for him, I am 

claiming that Gower's multilingualism and the vernacular networks that he gestures to in 

the Confessio speak to her desire to “reimagine subjects as open to criscrossing linguistic 

identifications, if not woven from the fabric of numerous linguistic sources.” Further, 

Gower seems to be uncertain about the actual capabilities of language–any language–to be 

the authoritative marker of cultural identity. 
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 We might also consider how reading Gower's multilingual enterprise and 

multilingualism in general as masculine affects the modern feminization of multilingualism 

in the face of “masculine” monolingualism. As noted earlier, Watt, through her feminist 

and queer critique, considers the “matter of the text” as feminine, subject to the author who 

is “gendered masculine” as the active creator of the text, but the threat of the reader renders 

the text and its maker feminine. Gower is certainly framing poetic making as a masculine 

enterprise, but he is also gesturing to a larger issue of cultural (re)production. Watt's 

argument about the penetrative potential of the reader relies on making the tongue a 

metaphor. If the tongue is actually material, I would argue that the tongue reflects a general 

anxiety about the capability of language, in light of Gower's invocation of both Hengist 

and Carmen, to convey the poet's meaning. Gower might be concerned about the 

intelligibility of his own work. 

 Mary Catherine Davidson, in Medievalism, Multilingualism, and Chaucer, traces 

the historical significance of Hengist in her reading of Gower concluding that English 

“characterized monolingual powerlessness” and existed in subordination to Latin and 

French.105 She concludes that  

Because Hengist’s tongue had been widely spoken but held little guarantee 

of social mobility, the Latin of Carmen, as inventor of Roman letters and, 

therefore, literacy, must in Gower’s diglossic formulation lend both her 

textual and metrical potency to that project. But if 'Gower is indulging in 

deliberate syntactic gender play' by juxtaposing Hengist and Carmen even 

more specifically in the prologue than in the Latin and English design of the 
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Confessio overall, it is most plainly his multilingualism that allows him to 

write in the language of cultural powerlessness as a feat of his second 

language training and strength. Rather than engaging English to defeat 

Latin, which the gendering of English demonstrated only many centuries 

later against French, Gower here pairs languages in what is even more 

patently and normatively a gendered move of displaying his masculine 

powers of multilingual literacy.106 

Gower's multilingual poetics, in Davidson's reading (citing Watt), is masculine. The issue 

with Davidson's and Watt's readings, however, is that both of them replicate the modern 

masculine monolingual paradigm by framing the “normative” or the institutionally 

powerful as masculine. Davidson still frames English as a language of “cultural 

powerlessness,” replicating modern linguistic hierarchies which treat supposed periphery 

languages as powerless. Modern multilingualism is feminized against the backdrop of 

monolingual frameworks, but if we read multilingualism as the framework by which the 

world is structured, both in Gower's moment and our own, the core-periphery model 

suggested by the reading of languages as “masculine” or “feminine” falls apart. Gower 

himself gestures to it in that Sin, both male and mother, is the hybrid entity from which the 

world descends. The project of cultural (re)production might be a masculine endeavor, but 

ultimately language itself is not attached to any single ideological or institutional entity. 

 Gower's deployment of the Babel tower myth has been discussed in a number of 

ways. Copeland writes that “the Babel myth of linguistic fragmentation is... a heuristic 

device within his own complex ordering or divisio of sin and its remedies, ethics and 
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wisdom.”107 Further, the Babel myth is a vehicle for the Confessio to critique divisioun, 

“the social, political, and moral disorder that results from human sin” and continues, “the 

vernacular is an insistent reminder of the limits of the power of Latinity to contain 

difference through an idealized linguistic order transcending time and place.”108 Copeland 

writes that one of the “ideological assumptions of medieval academic culture” was to 

“preserve a lineal continuity with the antiqui, a myth of continuity which is most forcefully 

expressed in the linguistic practice of Latinitas.”109 Copeland's reading, as I have argued 

through this chapter, replicates paradigms of modern monolingualism in that Latin ins cast 

as a hegemonic authority. Further, for Copeland, divisio is a rhetorical device rather than a 

material fact. As much as Gower does structure his text via divisio, division as he presents 

it is the reality of the nature of his world and encompasses linguistic division. While being 

Latinate in a medieval world offered writers access to certain spheres, the way that 

Copeland is discussing medieval Latin is actually most reflective of modern English. While 

Gower is demonstrating an early form of English against a seemingly established Latin, 

the impulse to analogize Middle English's relationship to Latin as one of a vernacular 

language bucking the hegemonic authority of the established language is a thoroughly 

modern impulse.   

 To return to the issue of the tongue, Gower writes, in the opening colophon, 

“Ossibus ergo carens que conterit ossa loquelis/ Absit, et interpres stet procul oro malus 

[Let then the boneless one that breaks bones with speeches be absent, and let the interpreter 

wicked in word stand far away].” Gower refers to the tongue as the boneless one which has 
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the power to break bone with speeches, according to the translation, but the word “loquelis” 

also implicates language in general. Though Gower certainly grants a sonorous quality to 

language earlier through his statement that he sings (“canam”), Gower's desire for the 

tongue to be absent is odd, considering the insistence of language in this text. Further, he 

asks that the wicked interpreter (“interpres malus”) stay away. Gower seems to be afraid 

not only of being misread, but also of his own ability to convey his meaning and whether 

or not he will be legible to a good interpreter, much less a wicked one.  

 The tongue itself is a malleable and flexible object, and when Gower gestures in 

book III to its power to break bones in Middle English (“For men sein that the harde bon,/ 

Althogh himselven have non,/ A tunge brekth it al to pieces”110), he frames it under the sin 

of wrath. The opening to the Latin colophon about wrath reads “Ira mouet litem, que lingue 

frena resoluens/ Laxa per infames currit vbique vias [Wrath stirs up conflict, which, 

released and loosening the tongue's reins, runs everywhere through the paths of infamy].” 

Gower frames the tongue as something that needs to be reigned in, or it will escape. The 

end of that colophon reads “Set pacienter agens taciturno qui celet ore,/ Vincit, et optati 

carpit amoris iter [But he who deals patiently and keeps things concealed with a silent 

mouth conquers, and he follows the path of a desired love.]” Silence is the only way to 

avoid falling prey to sin, according to Gower. The ability to speak and to have a voice is 

thus an important one, but speaking is no guarantee that anyone will hear or understand. 

Silence is the only way to avoid being misread, because not having a voice is the only way 

to accomplish that. 
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 The corporeality of the tongue and whether it is an absent tongue or a sinful tongue 

or a comprehensible tongue or the tongue's ability to speak multiple tongues is also entirely 

dependent on its speaker. To locate language in the tongue is to highlight not only its 

subjectivity in speaking, but the reader's subjectivity in interpreting. Gower fears that his 

reader will misread the Confessio, but as we will see in my reading of Book I of the Vox 

Clamantis, it is he who misreads. Moreover, we must ask which tongues are allowed to 

speak, which ones are silenced, and which ones speak but are not understood. Within the 

confines of institutional monolingualism, it is certainly the multilingual tongue that is 

silenced; with the destruction of Gower's Babel tower, it is the one tongue that becomes 

many tongues; and as we will see in Chapter Three, it is the animal tongue that struggles 

to be understood even as it is heard. This returns me to Karla Mallette's understanding of 

cosmopolitan language. She takes up the third quality of the cosmopolitan language, which 

is its “complex temporality.” Mallette writes that “it is one of the sources of the power 

and... the beauty of the cosmopolitan language is that it continues to generate meaning, 

undeterred by the presence of lexical lumpy matter” that the passage of time leaves, lumps 

she calls “encrustations embedded in the language” due to its “historical reach.”111 

Moreover, the cosmopolitan language  

does not strive to be limpid, as the mother tongue does. It does not claim a 

seamless and coherent connection with the language of daily life. Rather, it 

opens the door to a much vaster geo-chronological field of play. For this 

reason, it demands a peculiarly energetic form of love on the part of the 

philologist who aims to curate the language.112 
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Mallette's description of the cosmopolitan language, like Yildiz's critical multilingualism, 

imagines an affective relationship to language that does not mimic the affective 

relationships imposed by institutional monolingualism. Rather, these are affective 

relationships created by the speakers of these languages, based on the subject rather than 

on any one structure imposing a particular tie through either cultural, political, or national 

identity. Though the cosmopolitan language also “transcends the geographical and 

chronological reach of any individual human life,” Mallette's approach to the cosmopolitan 

language provides us with a more productive way to think through Gower's Latin in the 

Confessio. Rather than read it as reflective of the language of order or hegemony, reading 

it as a cosmopolitan language, might allow us to stop imposing our modern affective 

relationship to English on Middle English. 

 Moreover, the cosmopolitan language draws us  

into a lexical hall of mirrors in which individual words may refract meaning 

like shards of light pulsing from a source far away in time and space... 

meanings that we can taste on our tongue but cannot pronounce, because 

they are not connected not to linguistic usage in a single time and place but 

rather to linguistic and literary conventions articulated across continents and 

through centuries.113 

Mallette's idea that words might “refract meaning” reflects on my earlier reading of 

Gower's network of vernaculars, an idea I will expand in the third chapter. Mallette's 

conception of the structure of the cosmopolitan language also “presumes multilingualism” 

because it is “an artificial language that must be studied and learned.”114 Mallette's work 
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resonates with Makoni and Pennycook's work in that “a world in which plurality is 

preferred over singularity requires rethinking concepts founded on notions of uniformity 

over those predicated on diversity.”115 If we read Gower's amalgamation of languages as 

exposing the fragility of universalist structures such as monolingualism, similar to the ways 

in which Mallette’s cosmopolitan tongue or Yildiz’s critical multilingualism attempt to 

reveal, we might arrive at a reading of Gower that does not reflect modern Anglophone 

monolingual reading practices. Moreover, reading Gower from this perspective might 

allow us to reconceptualize how we define multilingualism. 

 

V.  Monolingual Fragility 

 Reading Gower’s amalgamation of languages requires us to address the glaring 

amalgam in Gower’s Prologue– the statue in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream. Nebuchadnezzar 

recounts that the statue he sees in his dream has a head and neck made of gold, “His brest, 

his schuldres, and his armes/ Were al of selver,” the torso “doun to the kne” made of brass, 

the legs made of steel, and part of the feet made steel and the other part made of “erthe 

which men pottes make.”116 He then narrates how a “gret ston” falls on the statue, and 

shatters it: “Gold, selver, erthe, stiel, and bras –/ That al was into pouldre broght,/ And so 

forth torned into noght.”117 Daniel interprets the dream for him, stating that the statue itself 

“Betokneth how the world schal change,/ And waxe lasse worth and lasse/ Til it to noght 

al overpasse.”118 The gold stands for a “worthi world,”; the silver signifies a “world of lasse 

worth”; the “wombe of bras/ Tokne of a werse world”; the steel represents a “world 
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betokneth more hard”; and the combined earth and steel feet signifying the “werste” and 

“last” stage of the world.119 At that stage, the stone, representing “Goddes myght” will end 

this world and “thane a newe schal beginne.” Daniel thus interprets the conclusion to the 

dream as the apocalypse.  

Lynn Arner captures the dichotomy of the statue, saying that “Nebuchadnezzar’s 

vision simultaneously represents history both as a teleological progression into ruin and as 

a homogenous static mass.”120 Arner continues, 

By representing history as subject to some teleological design produced by God, 

destiny, or natural law, Nebuchadnezzar’s dream positions medieval men and 

women as more or less helpless objects of grand forces. This understanding of 

history teaches readers that events occur in spite of human volition, that readers are 

only subject to history, not active producers of history… By implication, political 

action is futile.121 

Arner distinguishes the teleological presentation of history from the “homogenous static 

mass” by pointing out that the homogeneous history “refers to a version of history featuring 

an eternal image of the present; the present is projected on to the past, transforming the 

past into a mirror image of the present and creating the illusion that the present order is 

timeless.”122 I would build on the dichotomy that Arner captures and read the statue as two 

visions of universalist order. Gower himself reflects a universalist future, just as much as 

both a teleological and a homogenous understanding of history do. What Arner’s reading 

and Gower himself point to is the fact that these universalist visions are fragile and rest on 
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the preservation of ideology, whether that is an ideology of social order (which Gower 

points to in his critique of the State, the Church, and the Commons, and which Arner points 

to in her reading of this scene) or an ideology of religion which informs Gower’s vision of 

the world. Ultimately, the statue smashes because universalizing visions of the world that 

cannot embrace or account for difference–whether through religion in Gower, or through 

language in the case of monolingualism–are destined to fail. 

 The amalgamation of earth and steel that the statue's feet are made from signifies 

the worst stage of the world from Gower's religious ideological viewpoint; yet he enacts 

an intermingled linguistic practice. If Gower's amalgamation of languages at this moment 

works against his universalist religious perspective, then we are reminded that Babel is a 

myth. Recognizing the operations of linguistic difference in this textual moment of Gower's 

Confessio subverts our expectation that his multilingualism is wholly implicated in his 

ideological investments. 
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Fictions of Linguistic Universality:  
Unravelling Anglocentric Reading Practices from Constance to M.I.A. 

 
 The “Constance Group”123 of medieval romances (as told by Nicholas Trevet in his 

Anglo-Norman Chronicles, John Gower in the Confessio Amantis, and Geoffrey Chaucer 

in the Canterbury Tales) share a similar plot: a Christian noblewoman is sent to “Barbarie” 

(or “Surrye” in Chaucer's Man of Law's Tale) for an arranged marriage to the Sultan.124 

Her prospective mother-in-law resists the Sultan's decree to convert the realm, slaughters 

the wedding party, and puts the princess on a ship. That ship arrives in Northumbria where 

the noblewoman converts some more people and eventually marries the Anglo-Saxon 

king.125 She eventually has a son, but through the machinations of her new mother-in-law, 

the noblewoman is yet again set out to sea with her child. In the end, on a pilgrimage to 

Rome, the king sees his son, recognizes his resemblance to the princess, and the family is 

reunited.  

 One key divergence in Gower's retelling of this story in his major Middle English 

work, the Confessio Amantis, is that Gower's Constance is universally understood no matter 

where she travels. Constance's relationship to language is only ever mentioned once–when 

the king sees the child and finds out the mother's name is “Couste,” he immediately 

recognizes the “Saxoun” name which is Constance in “Romein.”126 Gower's version of the 

tale explicitly makes this climactic point of the narrative a linguistic one. Unlike Chaucer's 

Constance who, in landing at Northumberland, can communicate because the people speak 
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a corrupt form of Latin, or Trevet's Constance who speaks many languages, Gower's 

Constance is somehow intelligible no matter where she goes. Moreover, in Trevet and 

Chaucer's versions, the moment of the king's recognition is when he sees his son Maurice, 

framing it through lineage and kinship; in Gower, though the king sees his son, the moment 

of recognition is ultimately made explicitly linguistic through the king's ability to read 

Constance's code-switching. More importantly, Gower's Constance presents herself as 

“Couste” to the Roman senator after she is forced to leave Northumbria. Gower's 

Constance becomes both a border crosser through her travels and a linguistic cypher 

through her alias. 

 Gower’s investments in Constance’s persistent linguistic intelligibility across 

cultures and places asks us to conceptualize border crossing as both a spatial and a 

linguistic act. Moreover, this chapter demonstrates that border crossing works temporally–

we must attend to the ways we construct and traverse historical divisions vis-à-vis linguistic 

ones. It thus reads Constance alongside Gloria Anzaldúa and critical responses to the 

modern musical artist M.I.A. The three comparisons articulate different models of the 

relationship between linguistic and cultural identity. Moreover, the comparison 

demonstrates that cultural legibility is an important factor when considering the 

relationship between linguistic and cultural identity. By reading across languages, cultures, 

and time, this chapter examines what “cultural intelligibility” might mean in the Middle 

Ages and now. 

 Carolyn Dinshaw invites the question of considering cultural intelligibility in the 

Constance story. She writes that in Chaucer’s Man of Law’s Tale, “Just as paleness can 

mark Christianity, indicating instability or loss, so does the convert bear the mark of 
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Christianity yet trail his or her former unconverted body somehow.”127 She continues, “If 

the Tale celebrates Christianization, it does so anxiously; uncertainty about the efficacy of 

conversion may have been in the air in Chaucer’s milieu.”128 In comparison, however, no 

such uncertainty exists in Gower’s rendition of the narrative. This version presents a world 

in which difference is actively stamped out, or completely elided. This chapter, by looking 

at Constance in comparison with Anzaldúa and M.I.A., offers of reading of the structures 

of cultural legibility in universalist paradigms and through lenses of difference. 

 

I. Border Crossing 

 The seemingly modern global spread of English has created a model of “English as 

a Lingua Franca” (ELF), a model which has been a crucial topic for linguistic theorists. 

Will Baker writes that while current estimates number “native” English speakers at 328 

million, “nonnative” speakers (meaning those who acquire it as a second language, or L2 

speakers) puts the number of English speakers at two billion. As L2 speakers greatly 

outnumber supposed native speakers, Baker believes that “‘ownership’ of English and the 

‘norms’ of communication through English will no longer be solely under the authority or 

influence of those users from its Anglophone origins.”129 Implicit in Baker's statements is 

the logic behind the normalization and naturalization of the relationship between a 

language and its speakers. However, scholars working on ELF are breaking down this 

normalized relationship. Ian Mackenzie writes that, “Given that all ELF speakers are bi- or 

multilingual, ELF interactions are likely to include borrowing, code-switching, and other 
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types of crosslinguistic interaction.” Further, he cites the growing body of work that 

considers ELF speakers as “users and not learners [emphasis in the original].”130 

Mackenzie's comments capture the need to move outside of the model that differentiates 

between native and non-native speakers. Martin Dewey and Jennifer Jenkins address this 

more explicitly in their work, saying, “historical lingua francas had no NSs [Native 

Speakers], but because of its global spread, ELF differs in this respect” and that “the 

prevailing assumption among many inner circle English NSs that they speak a universally 

intelligible and appropriate English.”131 The inner circle that Dewey and Jenkins are 

speaking of is that of the Anglophone West (encompassing the United Kingdom, the United 

States, Canada, Australia, and New Zealand), and speaks to political anxieties about 

immigration and the related nationalistic impulse for linguistic homogenization.  

Alastair Pennycook attends to the desire for linguistic and practical impossibility 

of linguistic homogenization more directly. He says that the globalization model means 

that we “need to articulate a new sense of history and location, avoiding narratives of 

spread, transition, development and origins, and thinking instead in terms of multiple, 

heterogeneous and simultaneous histories that the dominant historical narrative has 

overlooked” in order to move away from the teleological and nationalistic impulses that 

have dominated the conversation around language; further, he says “while globalization on 

the one hand pushes us towards a worldly oneness, on the other hand it obliges an 

understanding that must draw on the multiple worldly localities of its viewers.”132 

Pennycook’s model opens the conversation around ELF to the possibilities of not only 
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heterogeneous linguistic practice but heterogeneous histories. Implicit in Baker’s, Dewey 

and Jenkins’s, and Pennycook’s work is the potential that the ELF model has to move 

beyond naturalized and nationalistic relationships between any given language and their 

speaker. Their work also highlights that speakers who consider themselves “native 

speakers” of English occupy a specific subject position that colors their view of the 

linguistic practices of communities who are seen as “non-native” speakers. The value of 

thinking about language through the lingua franca model is that it moves us away from 

conversations around intelligibility and authenticity, or who can be considered a “native 

speaker.”  

 The current conversation around “Global English” or “ELF,” and the ways in which 

binary models such as native/non-native speaker are being interrogated, evokes the sense 

that English is a language without borders. Linguistics borders, are most famously 

dismantled by Gloria Anzaldúa in her code-switching book Borderlands/ La Frontera: The 

New Mestiza. Anzaldúa writes, “Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and 

unsafe, to distinguish us from them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep 

edge [emphasis in the original].”133 The “borderland” for Anzaldúa is “a vague and 

undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an unnatural boundary. It is in a 

constant state of transition.”134 Anzaldúa is evoking the space in which Chicano Spanish 

resides, as “Chicano Spanish is considered by the purist and by most Latinos deficient, a 

mutilation of Spanish.”135 She continues,  
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For a people who are neither Spanish nor live in a country in which Spanish 

is the first language; for a people who live in a country in which English is 

the reigning tongue but who are not Anglo; for a people who cannot entirely 

identify with either standard (formal, Castillian) Spanish nor standard 

English, what recourse is left to them but to create their own language? […] 

We speak a patois, a forked tongue, a variation of two languages.136 

Though Anzaldúa does mention in the preface that she is referring specifically to the border 

between Texas/the United States Southwest and Mexico, her work evokes borders beyond 

the geographic in her desire to speak a “forked tongue,” a linguistically hybrid voice. She 

writes that her  

ethnic identity is twin skin to linguistic identity–I am my language... Until 

I am free to write bilingually and to switch codes without having to always 

translate, while I still have to speak English or Spanish when I would rather 

speak Spanglish, and as long as I have to accommodate the English speakers 

rather than having them accommodate me, my tongue will be illegitimate.137 

Anzaldúa reflects on the constructedness of both national and linguistic borders and crafts 

a linguistically hybrid voice to combat the monolingualism of nation-states (in this case, 

the United States and Mexico). Her desire to speak a “forked tongue” and mixed language 

posture in her text that is “neither español ni inglés, but both” is a reaction to the idea of 

being forced to be monolingual in either English or Spanish.138 Moreover, her frustration 
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is reflective of why understanding any globally proliferating language as monolithic with 

a homogenous population of speakers is a problem. 

 Anzaldúa is a touchstone for many medieval literary scholars who seek to theorize 

the fluidity of borders and languages in the Middle Ages. Jeffrey Jerome Cohen in his essay 

“Hybrids, Monsters, Borderlands: The Bodies of Gerald of Wales” takes up Anzaldúa's 

concept of borderlands in order to think about the Middle Ages: “The borderlands as a 

place of monsters is analogous to the Middle Ages as a time of mixta, 'composites.'”139 He 

writes, “Anzaldúa figures her 'new mestiza' as part human, part serpent, as a body that 

spectacularly displays its constitutive histories of difference, colonialism, and violent 

struggle without pretending they can be synthesized into some coherent, homogenous, 

domesticated form.”140 Cohen’s language shifts in Hybridity, Identity, and Monstrosity in 

Medieval Britain: On Difficult Middles in analyzing the same Anzaldúa quote. He repeats 

his description of Anzaldúa’s “part human, part serpent” body, and says it “displays 

differences without pretending they can be domesticated into a unified form.”141 Cohen’s 

language at each moment demonstrates two different approaches to reading hybridity. The 

first suggests the issue of the legibility of the hybrid form in its descriptors “coherent” and 

“homogenous”; the second is more suggestive of an active process of domesticating the 

hybrid form in its position as a verb, rather than a descriptor.  Cohen uses Anzaldúa's vivid 

monstrosity motifs in both the essay and the book to expose how linguistic hybridity and 

alterity, too, can be seen as monstrous; moreover, to see either embodied difference or 

linguistic hybridity as monstrous is a matter of perspective, and an issue of legibility. 
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 Mary Catherine Davidson, in Medievalism, Multilingualism, and Chaucer, argues 

that “modern constructions of medieval English” tend to imagine earlier forms of English 

as “laying the groundwork for its current status around the globe,” reproducing 

“monolingualist articulations of Anglophone identity.” Her project attends to both the 

“nationalist” and “masculinist discourses” that have contributed to “Anglophone 

monolingual superiority” by both “effeminizing” multilingualism and articulating cohesive 

national identity via homogenous linguistic practice.142 She contextualizes Anzaldúa's 

work in the American political climate, referring to “English-only movements... that 

dedicate themselves to passing state-by-state legislation to protect English from threats 

seemingly posed by non-English languages.” Davidson writes that “the fields contributing 

to English language studies, however unwittingly, have nevertheless reproduced similarly 

monolingualist articulations of Anglophone identity.”143 She continues, “as common as 

these multilingual practices are in a nation built upon immigration, monolingualist 

dispositions have already erased multiple language experiences from the national memory 

of American history.” She notes that this forgetting is key to Anglophone America's 

understanding of itself. Davidson deploys Anzaldúa to challenge what she terms 

“normative monolingualism.”144 She rightly reads Anzaldúa as challenging subjectivity as 

naturally monolingual. Yet Davidson avoids mentioning that the cultural amnesia she 

refers to is unique to white Anglophone America, even as she includes an endnote to 

mention the racialization of Spanish. In her endnote, summarizing Jane H. Hill's argument 

in “Junk Spanish, Covert Racism, and the Leaky Boundary between Public and Private 
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Spheres,”145 she says that “Anglophones enlist Spanish as expressions of English language 

solidarity” through expressions like “no problemo” without realizing that “such pseudo 

code-switches serve to racialize Spanish speakers living within the United States as not 

'white' and not American.”146 Davidson's attempt to disrupt the Anglophone monolingual 

paradigm ultimately ends up unwittingly reproducing it by not unpacking the underlying 

cultural connections between Anglophone monolingualism and whiteness. However, she 

does make those connections between Anzaldúa's ethnic identification and linguistic 

politics, as well as with Spanish. 

 Most recently, Jonathan Hsy has taken up Anzaldúa's work in order to “stress the 

capacity of medieval writers to employ many languages at once, not simply 'crossing over' 

from one language or identity into another.” Hsy writes that Anzaldúa's writing 

“interweaves English and Spanish to sustain a flexible locatedness.”147 Further, he says that 

“By evoking the borderlands as a dynamic zone of linguistic exchange, Anzaldúa 

establishes a compelling narrative of language contact that asserts the expressive power of 

a mixed voice.”148 He notes that Anzaldúa's model “traverses Spanish and English to evoke 

life through the contact zone, but this sense of linguistic hybridity still preserves at its core 

a binary system of thought.”149 Hsy's project is located in a multilingual medieval world, 

and he stresses that we need to rethink our orientation towards a multilingual Middle Ages. 

Both Hsy and Davidson capture our need to interrogate the modern understandings of 
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language that we carry back with us into a world where linguistic practice was certainly 

influenced by, but not completely dependent on or conflated with national or cultural 

identities. However, I contend that we also need to allow for flexible kinds of Anglophone 

positions, due to the broad internal heterogeneity of the global English-speaking 

community, when reading a medieval British medieval past. 

 

II. Broader Than a Border 

 The musical artist M.I.A., born Mathangi “Maya” Arulpragasam is of South Asian 

descent but a citizen of the United Kingdom. Her music is often referred to as “global 

bass,” a form of music that combines different musical cultures. In postcolonial terms, the 

concept of global bass has been seen as a way for the subaltern to speak. Arulpragasam 

raps in English, while still centering her identity politics–she frequently alludes to the war 

and to the experience of being a rapper of South Asian descent in her lyrics. Arulpragasam 

shows us that, as an ethnically South Asian woman, speaking the same language does not 

guarantee ones status as “equal” or legitimate compared to white Anglophone artists who 

hail from the “inner circle” of the English-speaking west. This is because the contemporary 

conversation around the English language is one that is about intelligibility. The idea of 

“Standard English” collapses without other Englishes against which it can define itself. 

Sociolinguistic theorists have contended that the ELF model as it exists simply replicates 

paradigms of colonialism. Similar to Davidson's critique of “normative monolingualism” 

in Anglophone discourses, Rakesh Bhatt calls this the “politics of conformity,” which 

produces narratives of English that “establish a single ‘correct’ standard of usage for the 



	 69 

English language from which other usages are seen as deviations.”150 Bhatt highlights the 

fact that the “emergence” of “new standard Englishes (Indian, Nigerian, Singaporean, etc.) 

threatens the stability of the previously established ideological opposition – standard/non-

standard, native/non-native” and thus are “actively erased in expert discourses about world 

Englishes.”151 Bhatt’s point also highlights the necessity for reorienting thinking about 

modern English, as English can no longer be understood as simply the territory of the 

Anglophone West. 

 Arulpragasam's use of English becomes even more disruptive when one considers 

the globality of her music and videos. In July 2015, she released an audiovisual project 

called  Matahdatah Scroll 01 “Broader Than a Border,” shot in Western India and the Cote 

d'Ivoire. The project combines two of her earlier songs, “Swords” and “Warriors,” both 

featured on her 2013 album Matangi, which is how Arulpragasam's first name would be 

spelled in its Anglicized pronunciation. Articles quote Arulpragasam's comments on 

making the video for “Warriors” and how it inspired her to “make a whole series of songs 

and videos on the concept of borders.” With regards to Matahdatah as an album, 

Arulpragasam says, “The concept for this LP is 'broader then a border' and Matahdatah is 

the journal of Matangi. Sometimes I move vertical and sometimes I move horizontal.”152 

Journalist Julianne Escobedo Shepherd makes the excellent point that Arulpragasam is 

uniquely primed to understand, complicate, expand, and move within and without borders: 

Borders are what were theoretically obliterated once the internet began to 

explode; a lack of borders is what helped create the genre-blind 'global bass' 
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music that MIA makes and, indeed, helped create. As a refugee and a world 

traveler, borders are something she’s uniquely primed to understand, as no 

one knows the chasm between arbitrary cultural and national land divisions 

better than a person who is forced to leave their homeland due to war, 

poverty, or other unlivable concerns. 

Presently, borders are perhaps a more volatile and important topic to explore 

since the time she’s been making music, with immigration-policy tensions 

bubbling in the US, UK, and across Europe, as countries like Libya, México, 

and Syria are less stable by the day. It’s interesting that after a childhood 

defined by displacement, MIA’s chosen to lead her adult life rather 

nomadically, traveling to parts of the global South that rarely receive a 

tourist spotlight in the [New York] Times when she’s not on tour.153 

It is that history of displacement that leads Arulpragasam to center other cultures and 

peoples in her work, reorienting our attention from the position of the Anglocentric West 

to the so-called “third world.” When paired with her use of English, her linguistic practice 

becomes even more jarring, because we are reminded that modern Anglophone hegemony 

is inextricable from whiteness. Arulpragasam decouples language and cultural identity in 

her work, but the critics reading her conflate the two. 

 Arulpragasam's largely white critics struggle with what she represents. In a 2013 

article for the music blog Noisey, Ayesha A. Siddiqi accurately identifies the problem:  

One of the most entertaining and frustrating things about being a fan of 

M.I.A has been watching white critics struggle to articulate her style while 
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challenging her right to the aesthetic she cultivates. Artists of color aren’t 

often recognized for their sophistication or intent. Rather, they’re ascribed 

a 'primitive rawness.' With her synthesis of diverse but connected motifs 

M.I.A gets dubbed 'cut and paste.' Words like 'patchwork,' 'slapped-

together,' and 'scotch tape' are regularly used, and that’s from positive 

reviews. American critics, unsure of the cacophony of identities and 

experiences M.I.A offers, commonly project their own uncertainties onto 

her. [Emphasis mine]154 

Siddiqi's analysis reveals that shared language is not enough commonality between these 

critics and M.I.A, showing Anzaldúa's reasoning for offering a hybrid voice in her own 

work. Quoting a 2005 review of M.I.A.'s first album Arular by journalist Simon Reynolds, 

who writes that M.I.A. “comes from nowhere,” Siddiqi continues, “M.I.A.’s multiplicity 

soundtracks a very specific experience—one that doesn’t stop existing just because a white 

person can’t validate it.” Siddiqi contextualizes this in the context of race and ethnicity in 

the American landscape: 

America has a sense of cultural blackness and a sense of cultural whiteness. 

M.I.A disrupts America’s nascent sense of South Asianess—one still 

orbiting just-happy-to-be-here spelling bee champions and accented 

sidekicks (Aziz Ansari and Mindy Kaling being exceptions not the rule). 

M.I.A’s choice to borrow imagery from disparate groups and turn it into 

iconography isn’t appropriative; it’s the natural instinct of a diasporic 

identity. South Asians are already forced to invest in the panethnic 'other' 
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constructed by the West; we keep getting beat up for looking like Arabs 

slash Muslims slash terrorists. Called all three, M.I.A subverts the 

conflation to her advantage.155 

Inherent in Siddiqi's analysis are Arulpragasam's complex linguistic politics at play. 

Arulpragasam's choice to rap in English brings to the forefront that, while she is British 

and an English speaker, she is not what is considered Anglophone due to her South Asian 

ethnicity. The globalizing force of English stems from long histories of capitalism and 

colonialism, and perceptions of who “counts” as Anglophone is still shaped by long 

histories of racialized and colonialist thinking, as Davidson demonstrates in her reading of 

Anzaldúa and critique of “normative monolingualism.” M.I.A. is an excellent example of 

the problems with ideas of linguistic ownership and the sociolinguistic concept of English 

as a Lingua Franca, or ELF. 

 Intelligibility and authenticity seem to be a central concern for critics when it comes 

to Arulpragasam. Lynn Hirschberg, a writer for the New York Times, wrote a controversial 

profile about Arulpragasam in 2010, claiming that her rise to fame was because her music 

was “creative and abrasive in an intoxicating way, and it didn’t hurt that Maya was 

absolutely great looking. She quickly became a style icon: like that of all great pop stars, 

her anger and spirit of revolution was mitigated by sex.”156 Hirschberg's article 

simultaneously attempts to paint Arulpragasam as the seductive exotic while trying to 

expose her as inauthentic, unable to truly be representative of the subaltern with which 

Arulpragasam identifies. Anamik Saha writes “much of the obsession with MIA’s 

supposedly disingenuous identification with developing countries or her appropriation of 
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underground styles from an overground position of privilege is itself constitutive of the 

Orientalist gaze transfixed on Asian artists and their hybrid difference.”157 Saha's analysis 

captures the inability of white critics to understand “Asian” as anything other than a 

monolith. Hischberg's piece enacts the cultural amnesia that Davidson points to in her 

work. Arulpragasam, however, insistently puts her hybridity at the forefront.  

 My discussion of literary critical responses to Anzaldúa and music reviews of 

Arulpragasam has invited the question of how Anglophone belonging is understood in 

present day Anglophone culture. Sociocultural linguist Mary Buscholtz writes that 

“racialized language ideologies allow European Americans to imagine whiteness as 

normative, superior, and contrastive to minority linguistic and cultural groups.”158 

Buscholtz continues, “The hegemony of whiteness is typically exerted... by treating 

whiteness as unremarkable–even unnoticeable. Indeed, in a variety of contexts, whiteness 

is unremarked–that is, it is ideologically positioned as racially normative and hence in 

some sense invisible compared to all other racial categories.”159 Even in the culturally 

astute sociolinguistic work of Davidson, whiteness is unremarked. The effect, as Buscholtz 

points out, is to unwittingly conced the idea that whiteness is unremarkable: not only does 

it become normative and invisible, it forecloses the necessity for the voices of speakers 

who occupy alternative subjectivities. Buscholtz's analysis resonates with my earlier 

reading of Arulpragasam as a non “Anglophone” body who raps in English. Being non-

White and speaking English is no guarantor of equality, and Arulpragasam's own lyrics 

make that clear. In “Boom Skit,” she raps, 
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Brown girl, brown girl 

Turn your shit down 

You know America don't wanna hear your sound 

Boom boom jungle music 

Go back to India 

With your crazy shit, you're bombing up the area. 

“Don't wanna” is non-standard, while “crazy shit” is vulgar. In “Warriors,” she says that 

she is “Top dog even though I didn’t speak no English/ […] Guess I came from the sticks 

and moved to the bricks.” The irony is that the lines are entirely in English, but not a 

normative or “standard” form of it. Arulpragasam's lyrics highlight the intersection 

between race and language ideology, in terms of who is perceived to possess ownership of 

English. Further, her lyrics make clear the class implications of linguistic racism. While 

for Anzaldúa, code-switching allows for a powerful position of hybrid mixing, 

Arulpragasam shows that shared language is not enough to make her anything other than 

brown, and therefore culturally illegible. 

 Arulpragasam's music shows that linguistic legibility is not one of her concerns. In 

“10 Dollar” on her first album, Arular, she opens with Tamil lyrics. Her first line in English 

is “Chinna Girl is a little girl,” which is a direct translation, as “chinna” in Tamil means 

little, enacting a code-switching practice similar to Anzaldúa's. Arulpragasam is not in 

opposition to Anzaldúa, but offers an alternative model of thinking about language. While 

Anzaldúa captures the limitations of borders and the challenges of linguistic politics in the 

United States by asserting the value of Chicano Spanish and claiming a hybrid mestiza 

cultural identity, Arulpragasam (and the critical response to her) highlights the need to 
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decouple language and cultural identity entirely. Arulprasagam demonstrates what 

Pennycook and Emi Otsuji call “metrolingualism.”  Pennycook and Otsuji draw from 

linguistic theorist Peter Auer, who warns that the “rash equation of ‘hybrid’ language use 

with ‘hybrid’ social identity” might be “as essentialist as that of nation and language.”160 

They elaborate that Auer's critique of concepts like bilingualism, multilingualism, and 

cosmopolitanism, which are “models of diversity” which celebrate multiplicity but “tend 

to pluralise languages and cultures rather than complexify them.”161 Pennycook and Otsuji 

continue, “While we may wish to focus on a multiple, hybrid and complex world, we need 

both to avoid turning hybridity into a fixed category of pluralisation, and to find ways to 

acknowledge that fixed categories are also mobilised as an aspect of hybridity.”162 Their 

caution stems from a concern that multilingualism studies are often “takes us little further 

than a pluralised monolingualism.”163 Pennycook and Makoni make a similar critique, 

saying that “approaches to diversity and multilingualism frequently start with the 

enumerative strategy of counting languages and romanticising a plurality,” making 

“diversity a quantitative question of language enumeration” which “employ the census 

strategies of colonialism” and reify borders between languages.164 

 Metrolingualism, in contrast,  

describes the ways in which people of different and mixed backgrounds use, 

play with and negotiate identities through language; it does not assume 

connections between language, culture, ethnicity, nationality or geography, 
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but rather seeks to explore how such relations are produced, resisted, defied 

or rearranged; its focus is not on language systems but on languages as 

emergent from contexts of interaction.165  

Metrolingualism is thus resonant with the notion of the lingua franca in so far as lingua 

francas are contact languages. Metrolingualism forecloses the possibility of fixity and 

permanence in a language–all languages are in a state of perpetual flux. In a metrolingual 

model, different Englishes cannot be measured against each other in order to valorize some 

speakers and dismiss others. Further, metrolingualism highlights speakers of any language 

as users, rather than learners, to echo Mackenzie's formulation.  

 While Anzaldúa establishes a code-switching hybridity, and Arulpragasam enacts 

metrolingualism, Gower's Constance does neither. The world of Gower’s Constance is one 

in which difference is either eradicated or completely unmarked, to the point that Gower 

ends the tale with her death and the crowning of her son as the new Emperor of Rome. 

Metrolingualism highlights the perspectival nature of linguistic practice, which we see only 

in Constance’s moves between her two names. Despite the mention of linguistic difference, 

Constance is repeatedly shown to be culturally legible in the narrative. Chaucer’s 

Constance is described by Geraldine Heng as the “blankest of blanks… the most effective 

writing surface for eliciting desire and fantasy, for reinscriptions of the character in 

different contexts.”166 However, the world that Gower builds around his iteration of 

Constance seems to be one in which all markers of difference (except religion) are absent. 

 

III. Constance the Code-Switcher 
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 Borders in Gower's Constance narrative are delineated according to religious rather 

than national lines. While Anzaldúa code switches in her text, and Arulpragasam's music 

transgresses borders and centers hybridity, the Constance story imagines them as reified 

and expanded in order to homogenize the world through religion, demonstrating the 

importance of thinking about Constance’s subject position in relation to the text. 

 Constance's power to convert populations functions is presented as a normative 

cultural expectation against which all other cultural practices are weighed. Gower's 

Constance explicitly engages in trade, and through that process, converts the merchants. 

Further, Gower's Constance goes to “Barbarie” with two bishops–conversion here is an 

active goal.167 Unlike Chaucer's version of the text, where it is the Sultan's desire for 

Constance which fuels conversion, Gower's Constance acts as a, in the words of Carol 

Heffernan, “religious crusader.”168 Conversion to Christianity, in Gower's version, is the 

underlying ideology initially behind Constance's travels. Gower presents Constance, first, 

as an active agent of conversion via commercial exchange, and second, through marital 

exchange. Here, it is religious conversion that enacts a transnationalism based on 

ideological thinking and not Constance's linguistic practice.  

 Religion and economics are deeply intertwined in Gower's version of the tale. The 

story begins with a description of Constance converting all the merchants who come from 

“Barbarie,” who then return and explain to the Sultan why they have converted.169 The 

converted merchants are described as those who have left their “false goddes” and have 

undertaken the “rihte feith to kepe and holde,” exposing the narrative's bias in framing 
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Christianity as the only culturally legible religion.170 Further, the marriage between the 

Sultan and Constance is one that is about the conversion of the Sultan and his people. 

Chaucer's Sultan is much more explicitly desirous of Constance, and chooses conversion 

in order to marry her, while Gower's Sultan seems to marry her for the economic possibility 

that conversion brings. Further, the Sultan's mother's reaction to the possibility of having 

to convert to Christianity also makes the link between economics and religion clear, as her 

immediate concern to the news of the marriage is that her “astat schal so be lassed.”171 

Christianity here is thus not only framed as morally right but economically rewarding for 

some and economically threatening to others.  

 Others have discussed Constance's position as a passive actor in her own narrative, 

largely due to her status as a woman. She is read as an embodiment of the power of religious 

conversion, but apparently has no agency. Matthew Irvin writes that “Constance is 

constantly exposed, to the eye, the male judgment, and to the waves; the entire tale is a sort 

of pornography of pity, with the same competing affects of detached pleasure and 

consciousness of artifice.”172 Irvin is ultimately interested in linking pity and piety, but his 

stance is fairly representative of how most medievalists read Constance as a figure who 

invokes sympathy. Moreover, Constance is an active agent throughout her own story in 

Gower's version of this tale, not just through trade and conversion, but also by presenting 

herself as “Couste.” I would argue that we are meant to find Constance sympathetic not 

because she lacks agency, but because the narrative speaks from her subject position, and 

presumes her position as the correct one.   
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 The inevitability of Christianity (similar to the modern impulse to imagine the 

inevitability of global English) that the narrative imagines, culminating in the reign of 

Constance's son Moris who is the “Cristeneste of alle,” means that all non-Christian bodies 

in the text must either convert or die.173 The tale's framing under the sin of detraction 

implies that to be Christian is a thing to be envied and desired. Thus men desire Constance 

in order to become like her. The conversion of the merchants is demonstrative of this:  

Sche hath hem with hire wordes wise 

Of Cristes feith so full enformed, 

That thei therto ben all conformed, 

So that baptesme thei receiven 

And alle here false goddes weyven.174 [emphasis mine] 

The use of the verb “conformen” demonstrates not only conversion, but conformity. 

Gower, like Bhatt and Davidson, is imagining a politics of conformity and normativity 

here, but for religion rather than language. Reflective of Buscholtz's comments here about 

thinking of whiteness as “normative and superior,” Christianity in the narrative is imagined 

as the normative and morally right model against which all other cultural practices are 

measured.  

 Gower frames his rendition of the tale under the sin of detraction. Before he begins 

the tale, he elaborates on what detraction is. As a subset of Envy (the theme of Book II), 

detraction involves “Malebouche,” or slander.175 Gower likens detraction to the “netle 

which up renneth/ The freisshe rede roses brenneth,/ And math hem fade and pale of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
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hewe.”176 Gower then compares a person who engages in detraction to the dungbeetle, 

which “makth his feste” on animal excrement, as a person who engages in detraction will 

not speak of his virtues, but only spread word of his vices.177 Gower enacts his own moment 

of code-switching here by beginning with a Latin colophon, moving to the French 

“Malebouche,” and concluding by calling the tale an example of “bacbitinge.”178 By 

framing the Constance narrative with the concept of detraction, Gower casts the villains in 

the text as envious of Constance and of Constance's Christianity.179 Framing the tale under 

detraction foregrounds the issues of authenticity and intelligibility, adding to the sense of 

Constance’s Christianity as the norm; therefore, any opposition to it must be eliminated.  

The notion that Christianity is the only legible cultural practice that can be allowed 

to exist is highlighted by Constance's father, the Roman emperor, completing the 

elimination of the competition by slaughtering the Muslim nation once he hears what 

happened to Constance (“non of thilke alliance,/ Be whom the treason was compassed,/ Is 

from the swerd alive passed”180). Geraldine Heng reads this moment as the impossibility 

of imagining a Christian community in the East. Citing the fact that Constance does not 

have any children with the Sultan and the genocide enacted by Constance's father after the 

Sultanness's mass murder of the Christian converts (in all three versions of the tale), Heng 

writes that “the Constance romances show no interest whatsoever in imagining a re-

beginning for the Islamic nation and its people as a newly (re)formed Christian community, 

suggesting the unimaginability–the unspeakability–of the project. If anything, we see in 
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these romances the impossibility of re-beginning in the Orient.”181 Implicit in Heng's 

comments is the fact that the narrative's own perspective looking out is one that is oriented 

from Christianity. The narrative's subject position of Christianity as the norm is further 

crystallized in the moment that Allee recognizes his son. 

 The drama culminates in an transformative act of code-switching. Allee sees his 

son Moris, and sees his “oghne wif Constance” in Moris’s face, and does not understand 

why he loves Moris so “kindely.”182 The immediate natural affection that Allee feels for 

Moris is of course meant to display the natural affection a father would feel for his son. It 

is only after Allee is told about the child’s mother that he realizes that Constance is alive. 

The moment of imagined linguistic difference between “Couste” in “Saxoun” and 

“Constance” in “Romein” only serves to highlight Christianity as the presumed norm–

linguistic difference is unimportant as long as bodies can be read and understood along 

religious lines.183 While the king is experiencing this in his own mind, its presence in the 

text demonstrates Gower's rhetorical deployment of code-switching. Moreover, this 

moment demonstrates how fully Gower decouples language from borders, as in describing 

the process of the marriage and Allee’s conversion, Gower writes,  

[Constance] told hem never what she was; 

And natheles upon the cas 
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The king was glad, how so it stod,  

For wel he wiste and understod  

Sche was a noble creature.184 

Constance never tells Allee what her origins are, yet he still understands that she is a “noble 

creature.” Constance is legible to Allee, which implies that she is enough like the 

Northumbrians for him to marry her anyway.  

 Allee and Constance return to England, and Constance is described as “the confort 

of his lond.”185 Gower writes that there is “no tunge” to describe the joy at the fact that 

Allee “hath his queen founde,” but also emphasizes the fact that, with Constance’s return, 

England is fully converted: “Cristes faith cam inne/ To hem that whilom were blinde.”186 

Gower emphasizes this point in the final lines of the tale, when he writes that “the well 

meaning of love/ Was ate laste set above” the “false tunges” that caused all the problems 

in the first place.187 For Gower, the “false tunges,” as we have seen, are religions that are 

not Christianity, rather than actual differences between languages. The code-switching and 

linguistic play in this story ultimately disclose the narrator’s primary investment is in 

religious intelligibility, rather than linguistic intelligibility, demonstrated by the 

demarcation of non-Christian bodies and unremarkable nature of linguistic barriers. 

Intelligibility and authenticity are ultimately conversations in this narrative are not about 

linguistic understanding, but religious homogeneity.  

 The unremarkable nature of linguistic barriers is demonstrated through Constance's 

own code-switching between “Constance” and “Couste.” Shipped off from 
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Northumberland, a Roman senator sees her vessel floating in the sea, and brings her on to 

his “grete schip” (1136). He asks her “How sche believeth” to which Constance responds, 

“I live and triste in Cristes feith/ Which deide upon the Rode tree.”188 When asked for her 

name, she says it is “Couste” but “Sche wolde nothing elles sein/ Bot of hir name, which 

sche feigneth.”189 At this moment, we are reading from Constance's perspective, and so we 

are given the clarification that she gives an alias. The Senator takes her back to Rome and 

into his and his wife's home. When he gives her the news that Alla is coming to visit, 

“Couste upon his tale... Aswoune fell” and the Senator “marveileth/ So sodeinly what thing 

hire eyleth.”190 Here, we are reading from the Senator's subject position, and we see that 

he only knows her as Couste. Constance's linguistic code-switching is ultimately only 

legible to Alla, but her legibility to the Senator is purely through her faith. 

 In light of this reading of Constance’s power of religious conversion, it is worth 

thinking through how the operations of Latin are completely absent in Gower’s text as a 

language of colonization. Language in general seems to be completely absent in Gower’s 

ideological framework here, suggesting a difference between the operations of language 

and the operations of language ideologies. The narrative of the marginalized status of the 

English vernacular at the medieval moment leads us to tend to frame English as some how 

rising up against the hegemony of Latin. Medieval studies has certainly become more 

conscious of its tendency to retroactively perceive English as destined to become a 

powerful and prestigious transnational mode of communication, and more aware that this 

relationship between English and Latin is more complicated than it appears. Medievalists 

																																																								
188 Confessio Book II 1159-61. 
189 Confessio Book II 1163-7. 
190 Confessio Book II 1345-8. 



	 84 

such as Ruth Evans have explored the limits of making an analogy between Latin as a 

medieval lingua franca and English as a present-day medium of global communication. In 

her essay “Historicizing Postcolonial Criticism: Cultural Difference and the Vernacular,” 

Evans writes that the analogy between “vernacular writers confronting the culturally 

authoritative tradition of Latinity” and “modern postcolonial writers confronting the 

cultural hegemony of English (and other colonial languages)… cannot be represented 

straightforwardly as English playing the David to Latin’s Goliath,” as the modern 

dominance of English is due to “processes of colonialism and imperialism.”191 Evans, 

however, concludes that the Middle Ages is a “historical moment in which structures of 

imperialism and resistance to those structures have marked forever the role of English in 

the international world today,” which replicates the teleological logic that Middle English 

somehow predicts modern English.192 While Evans is interested in interrogating the 

structures around medieval multilingualism, she reproduces essentialist models of 

language practice that sociolinguists such as Bhatt and Buscholtz are dismantling. What 

my reading of Gower's Constance narrative offers is that the fiction of religious universality 

is more analogous to the fiction of linguistic universality offered by understanding English 

as a lingua franca–both depend on perspectival readings that are ultimately proved to be 

fantasies in the face of a heterogeneous global community. 

 

IV. The Limits of Universalist Ideologies 

 Constance’s story ends in her death. The conclusion of the narrative tells us that 

after Allee dies, Constance returns to Rome. Her father the emperor dies, and “the yer 
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suiende/ The god hath mad of hire an ende.”193 Her son, Moris, is “corouned” and becomes 

known as “Moris the Cristeneste of alle.”194 The culmination of her story finally proves the 

point of the story–to preserve a global vision of Christianity. Constance begins from the 

cultural and religious center of Christianity (Rome), is sent to “Barbarie,” which proves 

unconvertable and is subsequently eliminated, then to “Northumberlond” where she 

marries the King and converts the nation, and finally returns to Rome where her son 

becomes the new Emperor after her father dies. Though Chaucer’s Constance also returns 

to Rome, his ending is more ambivalent. Gower’s Constance narrative, however, is 

inextricable from the vision of universal Christianity that the tale culminates in. Constance 

herself is only allowed to exist until she bears her son and sees him crowned, as he is the 

guarantee of a future of universal Christianity. 

 The realities of a vision of universal Christianity, however, are bloody, as Robert 

Bartlett demonstrates in his work on the Crusades. He points to the “avowed 

internationalism” of the First Crusade, a “supra-national” enterprise “constituted by its 

divine authorization.”195 Bartlett points out that the Crusades were a critical part of the 

“Europeanization of Europe” through “the spread of one particular culture through 

conquest and influence.”196 Gower’s writing therefore is in line with medieval thinking. 

What makes Gower’s Constance remarkable is her complete unremarkability as a tool of 

ideology, as compared Anzaldúa and Arulpragasam. 

 Ultimately, this chapter compares Constance, Anzaldúa, and Arulpragasam to 

demonstrate three different formulations of cultural legibility. Constance’s world is one 
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where marked (religious) difference is not only intolerable, it is actively eradicated. 

Through Constance, a global vision of Christianity is preserved and reproduced through 

the dominant hetero-patriarchal world order. Constance’s subjectivity is captured by 

Anzaldúa when she says “Culture forms our beliefs. We perceive the version of reality that 

it communicates. Dominant paradigms, predefined concepts that exist as unquestionable, 

unchallengeable, are transmitted to us through the culture. Culture is made by those in 

power–men. Males make the rules and laws; women transmit them.”197 The concept of 

culture for Anzaldúa is a homogenizing force where her desire to speak a hybrid tongue is 

a revolutionary act. She represents a different form of cultural legibility where “culture”–

or any universalizing ideology, such as religion, monolingualism, or nationalism–makes 

existing at the border of two languages, and existing at the border in general, incredibly 

difficult if not impossible. Arulpragasam represents a third formation of linguistic and 

cultural identity, where the universalizing impulse of “global English” does not allow her 

to remain unmarked. Unlike Constance, Anzaldúa and Arulpragasam are marked cultural 

and linguistic subjects within structures of cultural legibility that narrowly definite 

legibility in accordance with linguistic and cultural ideologies. They demonstrate the 

limitations to universalist understandings of language and culture, which by nature are not 

equipped to accommodate difference. Anzaldúa and Arulpragasam both show resistance to 

two different ideologically homogenizing cultural structures–the nation and global English, 

respectively–but both show how not conforming, or not being able to conform, in the face 

of a culturally homogenizing force makes you culturally illegible to a certain degree. 
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 We have seen an alternative to this through the idea of metrolingualism. 

Metrolingualism’s focus “not on language systems but on languages as emergent from 

contexts of interaction” allows the kind of relational understanding that is absent in the 

homogeneity offered by the idea of the global.198 Metrolingualism posits the always-

already hybrid nature of the world, and only becomes more hybrid as more speakers get 

adopted. However, this hybridity disrupts the models of dominance that are expressed 

through claims to universality, as metrolingualism exposes the fictional alignment between 

language and cultural legibility. We have seen how claims to universality via the idea of 

authenticity have been made through the critical response to code-switching linguistic 

practice of Anzaldúa and Arulpragasam, as well as through reading Gower’s version of the 

Constance narrative. For Gower, universality comes through a transcendent religious 

ideology; through Arulpragasam, we see that white critics are troubled when a brown artist 

disrupts the fantasy of a monolithic white Anglophone community. Critical approaches to 

code-switching and linguistic ideologies in modern and premodern texts will ultimately 

benefit from readings that attend to the increasing heterogeneity of Anglophone readerly 

positions across the globe. 
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Going Feral:  
Uncontrollable Voices in the Vox Clamantis 

 
 Book I of John Gower’s Vox Clamantis, also known as the Visio Anglie, is most 

often read as an allegory describing the Rising of 1381. Written after Books II to VII of the 

Vox, it is often read as a separate work.199 While the later books are centered around estate 

criticism, the Visio is a dream vision in which Gower narrates his first-hand experience of 

an apocalyptic nightmare.  

 The Visio is a composed body, but is also a dismembered body as it is not only 

littered with body parts, but is a poetic body part itself, as part of the larger Vox Clamantis. 

However, even though the Visio is the figurative “head” of the Vox, it is also temporally 

disordering as it was written after the Vox. The Visio becomes detachable from the Vox, 

particularly in the ways that it has been treated as separate throughout a critical tradition 

that focuses primarily on the Visio’s connection with the Peasant’s Revolt of 1381, rather 

than treating the entirety of the work’s seven books.200 This critical decapitation proves 

productive in reading the bodily fragments within the dream-vision, and in reading the 

Visio as a fragment itself. Gower frames the dream through three different scenes. First, he 

presents a litany of animals becoming monstrous versions of themselves. He then 

transitions to the second, where he frames London as New Troy, and shows how the city 
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has been sacked and overrun.201 Finally, he narrates a ship voyage which undergoes a 

storm, likening the ship to the Tower of London. Gower describes, repetitively, a world in 

turmoil. The Visio can certainly be linked to the 1381 Revolt, as various scholars have 

shown. According to A.G. Rigg and Edward S. Moore, “The progression of events in the 

poem is modeled on the historical event,” but they also believe that “among numerous other 

medieval dream-visions, a more convincing representation of a nightmare cannot be 

found.”202 However, Rigg and Moore acknowledge that Gower frames the dream as 

“reality” and the frame as “fiction”203 While it is productive to read the Visio as modeled 

on the Revolt, my aim here is to resist the anthro/linguacentric paradigm that literacy 

imposes on texts, by distinguishing between language and communicative possibility, in 

order to recuperate the multiplicity of voices within the text that are shut out because of 

Gower’s unwillingness to consider them as voices.  

 This chapter reads Gower’s stance in the Visio as deploying an anthropocentric 

language ideology through his unwillingness to grant communicative possibility to the 

animal and environmental voices that speak within the text. Further, I seek to distinguish 

between Gower’s resistance to granting these voices legitimacy, and enacting a modern 

multilingual practice of reading that both recovers these voices, recognizing the 

communicative possibility of all voices, human or otherwise. 

 

I. Animacy and Sound 
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 Reading both what we recognize as languages in the text (Latin and middle English) 

and the animal and environmental voices as languages might move us beyond binary 

Latin/vernacular readings of the Visio. The modern tendency to consider language as the 

sole domain of the human, and contemporary qualifications for how we understand and 

recognize a language as a language (such as, for example, grammar) has been central in 

creating modern hierarchies of languages: all languages are read against their 

“standardized” forms. Our reading of Latin as the “standard” against which English 

emerges recreates these modern hierarchies that are more indicative of the present-day 

status of English rather than medieval Latin itself. If there is any analogy to be made 

between medieval Latin and modern English, it is one that is reflective of class dynamics. 

Both Latin, in the medieval past, and English, in the present, are markers of the educated 

and the elite. The colonial and imperial history attached to English has left a lasting impress 

on many countries via class dynamics, as speaking English in those countries does reflect 

education and wealth.204  

 It is important to note that medieval vernacularity, itself, did not exist 

homogeneously. The variability across Middle English is more synonymous with modern 

dialects rather than modern standard languages. Moreover, reading the animal and 

environmental voices in the Visio as vernaculars of their own offers a less human-centric 

model of reading the Visio, and allows us to expand the idea of voicing beyond the human, 

creating a multilingual paradigm that accounts for human, animal, and environmental 

languages. In order to read voicing beyond the human, we have to allow for voices that are 

not recognizably linguistic (in the anthropocentric sense) in order to move beyond reading 
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Latin or English voices as the only languages voiced in the text. Moreover, it is necessary 

to move beyond contemporary structures of literacy if we are to read animal voices as 

voices.  

 Mel Y. Chen in Animacies: Biopolitics, Racial Mattering, and Queer Affect writes 

that animacy “bears no single standard definition.”205 Her conception of animacy stems 

from cognitive linguistics. She writes,  

Using animacy as a central construct... helps us theorize current anxieties 

around the production of humanness in contemporary times. […] Animacy 

activates new theoretical formations that trouble and undo stubborn binary 

systems of difference, including dynamism/stasis, life/death, subject/object, 

speech/nonspeech, human/animal, natural body/cyborg.206   

Chen’s interest in linguistics is specific to how animacy hierarchies arrange “human life, 

disabled life, animal life, plant life, and forms of nonliving material in orders of value and 

priority”207 With regard to linguistics, she asks “If language and habitually distinguishes 

human and inhuman, live and dead, but then in certain circumstances wholly fails to do so, 

what might this tell us about the porosity of biopolitical logics themselves?”208 Further, she 

claims that “animacy is political, shaped by what or who counts as human, and what or 

who does not.”209 Chen’s question opens up a space in which to think beyond the binaries 

of Latin/vernacular in order to address the animal speech present in the Visio.  
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 With regard to linguistics in particular, she examines “how the semantics and 

pragmatics of objectification and dehumanization work through and within systems of race, 

animality and sexuality.”210 Chen's argument is that “language discussions seem to 

disappear in the theorizing of new materialisms” and renders language “proximate to 

thought.”211 Chen describes her methodology as “feral” in the way that it eludes 

disciplinarity: “Thinking and moving ferally constitutes a risk, both to the borders of 

disciplinarity and to the author who is metonymically feralized with the text.”212 Chen's 

approach is an important one when it comes to the question of both modern 

multilingualism, and multilingualism in Gower's work. As Chapter One demonstrated, the 

modern monolingual framework is an institutional paradigm in which disciplinarity is 

complicit, guiding our approach to languages and cultural identity, and contributing to our 

tendency to view any language, whether it is modern English or medieval Latin, as a 

monolith. Institutions (such as nations or disciplines) prefer homogenization to hybridity. 

Moreover, Chen's attention to animacy hierarchies in language and anthropocentrism in 

sociolinguistics– that is, counting human speech as the only speech, and the exclusionary 

boundaries of the human itself– allows us to read the animal voices in the Visio as a part of 

the linguistic network to which it gestures. 

 In her attention to animacy hierarchies, Chen also points out that “it is animality 

that has been treated as a primary mediator, or crux (though not the only one) for the 

definition of ‘human,’ and, at the same moment, of ‘animal.’”213 Chen’s point captures the 

inherent classism of the Visio. By rendering some voices inhuman, Gower’s work reflects 
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the class dynamics behind the rebellion, and demonstrates the illusion of a common voice. 

Gower creates his own animacy hierarchy in the Visio, but his work also demonstrates his 

own inability to contain or silence these voices (whether animal or environmental) while 

also demonstrating his inability to understand them. The workings of language slip beyond 

Gower’s ideologically anthropocentric linguistic framework, and the languages that we are 

not meant to recognize as languages cannot help but reveal themselves to the reader. 

 The modern concept of a vernacular language, according to sociolinguist Janet 

Holmes, “generally refers to a language which has not been standardised and which does 

not have official status.”214 The Latin/vernacular binary that medieval scholars cast on later 

medieval texts reiterate the conception that Latin is purely an institutional language while 

English is emergent. However, as noted in the introduction, some scholars argue for 

understanding Latin as another vernacular. Suzanne Reynolds points out that anyone 

writing in English or French is not writing “the alphabet of the mother-tongue–French or 

English–but the alphabet of Latin.”215 Christopher Cannon, in his article “Vernacular 

Latin,” writes “Because Latin was the language of almost all basic grammatical training, it 

was the language every literate person met first in school, the language that first provided 

a schoolboy with access to books, and the language in which he was also first taught to 

write.”216 Ardis Butterfield in The Familiar Enemy writes, “anyone capable of putting 

English into writing had prior competence in Latin.”217 The argument for the vernacularity 

of Latin is important because our general approach to language is guided by modern 

monolingual frameworks, leading us to frame our understandings of language through 
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discourses of legibility. The modern construction of languages, particularly of English, is 

not necessarily an accurate reflection of medieval linguistic practice and is definitely not 

an accurate portrayal of modern multilingualism. We, in the now, tend to consider being 

multilingual the ability to perform what sociolinguists, such as Monica Heller, have 

actually termed “multiple monolingualisms, that is, the ability to perform monolingualism 

in more than one language, with no traces of boundary crossing or multiple networks that 

multilingualism entails in practice.”218 Heller is identifying a conception of 

multilingualism that has risen up against monolingual paradigms, while pointing out that 

multilingualism itself is far more complex. 

 If we expand our definition of vernacularity through Chen’s understanding of 

animacy, we also create the possibility of understanding the animal speech in the Visio as 

language rather than as unintelligible noise, which is how it is both framed by Gower, and 

read in contemporary scholarly readings of the Visio, due to the tendency to read the dream 

vision as political allegory describing the events of the Rising of 1381. The class dynamics 

of a seemingly wild peasant class baying for the blood of the ruling class map very neatly 

onto the dynamics described during the course of the dream vision. Maura Nolan nuances 

this distinction: 

In one sense, Gower lays claim to social hierarchy; he stigmatizes the 

peasantry as bestial madmen and thereby ventriloquizes the voice of earthly 

power, a voice that insists upon its own detachment from events and thus its 

own agency. In another way, however, Gower’s choice of the first person 

binds him only to describe his narrator’s experience of the Rising, not the 
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historical reasons for its occurrence (such as taxation). Human experience, 

of course, is notoriously unreliable, unreasonable, and sentimental; by 

associating the Visio with experience, Gower implies that emotion, rather 

than reason, is the force guiding his hand as he writes.219 

Nolan distinguishes between the voice of the peasantry and the “voice of earthly power” 

and Gower’s own experiential voice. She points out that Gower’s use of the first person 

shows the instability of human experience, as it is “unreliable, unreasonable, and 

sentimental” and that Gower’s dream vision is affective and subjective, guided by 

“emotion, rather than reason.” Yet, Nolan’s point is undercut by the fact that language, too, 

is implicated in the idea of “human experience.” By gesturing to Gower as the mediator of 

the other voices present in the text, the unintelligibility of those voices is perhaps due to 

the fact that Gower is recounting these events from his own subject position. While her 

reading replicates the idea that inhuman actors do not possess the capability of speech even 

as she grants the earth the power to speak, perhaps we might read these voices as languages 

unfamiliar to Gower. Inherent in Nolan’s reading is a network of voices that insist on being 

heard, regardless of their humanity or inhumanity. 

 Nolan also writes that Gower “stigmatizes the peasantry as bestial madmen,” by 

“ventriloquizing” them, which Chen says is “one of the ironies of the general use of 

language to dehumanize: while (human) language is being used to impute a nonhuman 

animality to a human, it is also already viewed as a unique quality of humans.” Chen’s 

work resonates with Nolan’s implicit arguments about experience. Chen argues that “much 

scholarship about language renders it proximate to thought” and so “language is dependent 
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upon or issuing from thought and intentionality, so that nonhuman animals which appear 

to use complex communication but which do not exhibit complex cognition or do not 

clearly evidence communicative intent are thereby discredited.”220 Implicit in Chen’s claim 

is, like Nolan, the issue of intelligibility. The argument she makes about whether nonhuman 

subjects can or cannot communicate rests on our ability to read them as capable. Chen 

continues, “Language is as much alive as it is dead, and it is certainly material… It is a 

corporeal, sensual, embodied act. It is, by definition, animated… language in theory has in 

many ways steadily become bleached of its quality to be anything but referential, or 

structural or performative.”221 Chen’s critique of contemporary linguistic theory is that 

language disappears in arguments about materiality due to the fact that it is positioned as 

relative to cognitive capability. Inherent in Chen’s critique is the fact that it is humans who 

assign intelligibility and meaning to nonhuman actors. 

  

II. Voices and Voicing 

 Gower opens the text by writing  

Primos sume pedes Godefri des atque Iohanni, 

Principiumque sui Wallia inulta eis; 

Ter caput amittens det cetera membraque tali 

Carmine compositi nominis ordo patet. 

Tu tamen <ad scribe> laudem nil pone, sed illam 

Concipe materiam quam tibi scripta dabunt. 

Nam nil vt laudes scribam, curamque futuri 
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Nominis vt queram non meus actus habet. 

[Take Godfrey's first two feet; give these to JOHN, 

And let the start of Wales be added next; 

Then headless tER supplies the rest, and so 

The compound name is clear from the short verse. 

But donÕt give credit to the scribe: take in 

The message that these writings will provide. 

I write not for your praise; the words I write 

Are not in search of glory for my name.]222 (21-28) 

Gower uses the phrase Òcompound name [compositi nominis]Ó to describe this moment, 

but Gower has also created a compoundÐand composedÐbody here. The language of the 

text-ÐÒfeet [pedes],Ó Òhead [caput]ÓÐdoubles for the language of the body. Further the use 

of the term ÒcompositiÓ to indicate the compound, or composed, nature of his name in the 

text also indicates the composed nature of his linguistics and renders his linguistic practice 

as material. If we read Latin as another vernacular, rather than a hegemonic power, GowerÕs 

attempt to subsume his very English name into his Latin text, and then later disrupting his 

Latin meter by naming the rebels, reveals not only the composed and constructed nature of 

both Latin and English, but makes clear the power of naming. By abstracting his name in 

the text, Gower irrevocably imbues his text with his authorial presence. It also demonstrates 

the ability of one language to subsume another. 

 The interruptive force of names is made even more clear later on during the dream, 

where Gower attributes a number of English names to individual monstrous dogs.223 The 
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Latin metrical pattern relies upon English letters and sounds that are alien to Latin. There 

is no clearer point in the text where we see the disruptive potential of multilingualism than 

when Gower names the monstrous beasts which he identifies. He says, 

Watte vocat, cui Thome venit, neque symme retardat, 

<Betteque> Gibbe simul Hicke venire iubent. 

Colle furit, quem Geffe iuuat, nocumenta par<a>ntes, 

Cum quibus ad dampnum Wille coire vouet. 

[Tom comes thereat when called by Wat, and Simm as forward we find; 

Bet calls as quick to Gibb and to Hykk, that neither would tarry behind. 

Jeff, a good whelp of that litter, doth help mad Coll more mischief to do, 

And Will he doth vow, the time is come now, he’ll join with their company 

too.]224 

Gower continues for several more lines, listing out a litany of names. The names 

themselves are starkly English against the Latin. We might consider English here as the 

real interruptive force, just as these monsters interrupt the natural social order, spilling out 

of the orderly Latin’s control in their visible difference from the Latin. While this moment 

is usually read more literally as demonstrative of Latin's hegemony, I suggest that perhaps 

we might consider that it is more revelatory of the illusion that any language can control 

another. The naming of these creatures also contrasts starkly with Gower’s abstraction of 

his own name. Naming these creatures is ironic: even as Gower attempts to dehumanize 

the revolting peasants by casting them as animals who have forgotten their natural place, 

the act of naming them recasts them as subjects who exercise their own agency and perform 
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what Chen calls “communicative intent.” Further, Gower tells us that they communicate 

with each other. The double bind of casting these creatures as irrational and unnatural while 

naming them shows that the link between communication and intent is a link that has to be 

granted to inhuman subjects. Gower as the interlocutor of this moment chooses to do so. 

 If we read Latin as another vernacular, the two moments of naming seem to make 

clear the possibility of mutuality and interruption between Latin and Middle English. 

Moreover, Gower’s use of “Carmine” in the first moment not only recalls verse, but 

gestures to the sonorous nature of poetry. In the Confessio, he begins by writing with 

Carmen’s help. Sound is a central concept in the Visio–voices call out, even if they are not 

intelligible. Gower reiterates the concept of song before he begins the narrative that leads 

to the dream vision: 

Adde recollectis seriem, mea musa, Latinis, 

Daque magistra tuo congrua verba libro. 

Sompnia vera quidem, quorum sentencia cordis 

Intima conturbat, plan tumor canam. 

[Give order to my Latin lines, my muse, 

Give fitting words, my mistress, to your book. 

I’ll sing of dreams both true and full of fear– 

Their meaning stirs the innards of the heart.]225 

Gower centralizes sound through both verse and song, implicating Latinity in this sonorous 

announcement. Considering the disordered cacophonous dream vision that follows, his 

appeal to his muse to impose order, regardless of whether that order is for his verse, his 
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language, or his world, seems futile. His claim to the truth of his dreams replicates his 

appeal to his readers to listen to his message, rather than centralizing his status as a poet. 

Further, his truth is not framed in the confines of reason, but rather emphasizes the affective 

effect that his narrative will convey. 

 GowerÕs description of the animals highlights that these animals are not just 

animalsÐthey are animals who have forgotten their natural state as animals. For example, 

he writes ÒBos leo, bos pardus, bos vrsus, set bouis ipsum/ Constat naturam non miminisse 

suam [The cow is lion, leopard, and bear; itÕs clear/ That cowishness forgets its real 

self].Ó226 David Carlson makes the salient point through his reading of the Visio that Gower 

Òrepresents the frightful mutation of a series of animal kinds (always already subhuman) 

into insubordinate monstrosityÓ in order to highlight their Òunnatural unwillingness to 

serveÓ which is Òrendered reduplicatively by their condign unnatural transformations.Ó227 

To Gower, the uprising starts with those who have forgotten themselves and their place in 

what he sees as the natural order of the world. Yet, if this moment is, as Carlson reads much 

of the animal allegory, dehumanizing the peasants, it is an equally trenchant critique of the 

ruling classes. Gower associates the cow with turning into predatory creatures like the lion 

and the leopard, and his framing of the ruling classes as predatory undercuts his attitude to 

the animality of the commons. Moreover, reading the animalization of the peasantry as 

dehumanizing or silencing in order to critique the class dynamics present in the text 

replicates the animacy hierarchy in which animals are subhuman. The question then 

becomes how we as modern readers can recuperate and restore meaning to the voices that 

Gower seemingly struggles to understand. 
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 The question of the truth of GowerÕs dream vision leads back to the question of 

legibility that has emerged through chapters one and two. If Latin and English are the 

visually legible moments of this text as written languages, the supposedly unintelligible 

languages of the monstrous animals offers another dimension to the Latin/Vernacular 

binary. Gower describes the responses of the non-human crowd after naming the monstrous 

beasts: 

Seipius exclamant monstrorum vocibus altis, 

Atque modis variis dant variare tonos. 

Quidem sternutant asinorum more ferino;  

Mugitus quide personuere boum; 

Quidam porcorum gr<u>nnitus horridiores 

Emittuntque suo murmure terra tremit. 

[They shriek and shout aloud with monster cries, 

And vary pitch and volume, out of tune. 

Some bray and whinny wildly, donkey-like 

Some match the oxÕs bellow with their moos; 

Some utter grumps and grunts, like pigs but worse, 

And earth begins to tremble at the sound.]228 

Like the cow, these creatures are not simply animals, they are animals that have forgotten 

their own natures. Their monstrosity and Òmonster criesÓ render them Òdonkey-likeÓ or 

Òlike pigs but worse.Ó Animals are no longer the mediator for the definition of human, as 

Chen puts it, but for monstrosity. (Or perhaps monstrosity might now be the mediator for 
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animality.) Gower creates an animacy hierarchy of his own with a predatory upper-class, 

the lower class as farm animals, and the rebels as monsters determined to overthrow the 

animacy hierarchy he values. 

 Further, GowerÕs animacy hierarchy implicates voice and its association with class. 

Gower makes clear through his description of these animals who have forgotten their 

natural state as animals that they are not meant to have a voice. The hierarchy he conveys 

resists granting meaning to the animal voices present in the text. However, their 

transformation into unnatural versions of themselves and their Òunnatural unwillingness to 

serve,Ó as Carlson puts it, is what gives them the ability to voice.  

 

III. Multilingualism and Sound 

 It is impossible to discuss language and the idea of voice without noting the 

importance of sound. Sound is a critical part of the Visio itself, as Gower's fear is primarily 

motivated by sound (as I will demonstrate in the fourth section of this chapter). Philosopher 

and theorist Michel Serres who traces the ways in which humans perceive the world in The 

Five Senses has argued for sound's distinction from sight because  

A sound event does not take place, but occupies space... Vision provides a presence, 

sound does not. Sight distances us, music touches us, noise besieges us... Looking 

leaves us free, listening imprisons us; we can free ourselves from a scene by 

lowering our eyelids or putting our fists over our eyes, by turning our back and 

taking flight. We cannot escape persistent clamour.229 
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Sound becomes a central part of Gower's experience of the dream vision, and Serres' point 

about sound as inescapable is evident throughout the Visio. Yet I would nuance Serres' point 

in that the Visio offers two types of sound: ordered and harmonious poetry/ song, which the 

poet appeals to in the opening of the Visio, and the frightening cacophony of the dream 

vision that he attempts to shut out. Further, sound itself can either be actively sounded by 

the subject or heard by the object. When humans are the objects, rather than the producers 

of sound, it is the choice to listen that makes sound less of a clamor and more of a voice. 

(For example, when one hears a language that one does not know, understand, or recognize, 

is that also not an experience of sound?) 

 Moreover, in his critique of the ÒsystemÓ which he says (in his work The Parasite) 

Òis often described as a harmony,Ó Serres points out that Òwe know of no system that 

functions perfectly,Ó and that ÒEven the world itself does not work quite perfectly. The 

distance from equality, from perfect agreement, is history.Ó Further,  

Fluctuation, disorder, opacity, and noise are not and are no longer affronts 

to the rational... Thus a system has interesting relations according to what 

is deemed to be its faults or depreciations. What then about its noises and 

parasites. Can we rewrite a system... with the waves and shocks on the line 

in mind?230 

Serres points out that in the creation of systems, and in the writing of systems, it is only 

history that writes systems as perfect; further, he wants to open systems to the ÒshockÓ of 

noise. Of the parasite itself, Serres writes that Òit is on the side, next to, shifted; it is not on 

the thing, but on its relation. It has relations, as they say, and makes a system of themÓ 
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creating a “network of relations.”231 Rather than the harmonious purity of the system, 

Serres suggests that reality is “parasitic in a cascade” in that a network of relations is the 

rule rather than the exception.232 Lowell Duckert, too, reads Serres' argument about 

parasites and noise in order to argue, through ecocritical paradigms, that the noise of rain 

should be understood similarly: “To inhabit this cascade is to enter collectives. Subject and 

object persistently switch positions, scrambling the ontological chain of command between 

host and interrupter.”233 Inherent in Duckert's reading of Serres is the point that Serres 

himself disrupts the animacy hierarchy by not framing any system as somehow free of 

fault, rupture, or discordance. Duckert himself points out, citing Serres, that “rather than 

“restoring harmony to eco-systems, then, we are better off allowing for disputability, error, 

and disruptions: 'One must write.... of the interceptions, of the accidents in the flow along 

the way between stations–of changes and metamorphoses.'”234 When it comes to linguistic 

systems then, and multilingualism in general, perhaps it might be more productive to allow 

for the noise of language, and of a multilingual cascade of voices–both human and 

inhuman– to permeate the illusion of purity that the monolingual system offers.  

 

IV. GowerÕs Polyvocality 

 Traditionally, the Visio is read as political allegory. Many scholars read the events 

of the Visio as a depiction of the Rising of 1381. However, there has been a recent focus on 

the polyvocality of the text. Sarah Novak writes that “The poetry of social harmony, in 

which all the people speak as one, and speak in God’s name, is Gower’s answer to… the 
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cacophony of EnglandÕs current turmoil,Ó but in the Visio, Òone group begins to sing off-

key: the peasantry, who launch a discordant war cry against the other estates.Ó Novak 

continues,  

ÔThe common peopleÕ is no longer a general term for the whole nation. They 

become more concretely agricultural laborers, serfs, and Gower speaks not 

of their suffering but rather of their wickednessÉ [Gower] transforms their 

voices into animal grunts, and manages to silence them and shut them out 

of the vox populi, which now cries out against them.235 

NovakÕs reading highlights GowerÕs general aim in both the Confessio and in the Vox: 

GowerÕs general project is to highlight a poetics of reparation and restoration to a divided 

and discordant world, even as he identifies the potential for his work to be misread. 

However, NovakÕs reading recreates what Chen calls an animacy hierarchy by saying that 

Gower silences the peasants by turning them into animals, shutting them out of the vox 

populi. Inherent in this point is that the vox populi, the voice of the people, is not actually 

the voice of the people, but the voice of the ruling classes, a point that Novak makes later: 

Òwhen Gower speaks with he voice of the people, he means people like himself: educated, 

owning land, namely the rising middle estates, who are worthy of counseling and passing 

judgement on the upper end of the hierarchy.Ó236 Unlike Novak, I do not discount the 

Òanimal gruntsÓ as meaningless. Gower does not understand and actively resists listening 

to the animal voices, thus conveying them as a cacophony. However, reading those voices 

as participating in the textÕs multilingualism might allow readers to move beyond the 

animacy hierarchy present in the text and the Latin/English binary. 
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 Pamela Longo, too, focuses on the polyvocality of the text, by pointing out that the 

supposedly unified voice of the people  

is undercut by the very social strains the poem attempts to overcome. 

Tensions over what it means to constitute a functional polity are revealed in 

the multivalence of terms Gower uses for the people: populus, which may 

signify collectivity in a neutral sense, and plebs and vulgus, which may 

denote the comments but in certain contexts also condemns the masses as a 

mob.237 

The multiple voices in the Visio are meant to capture the fractured social order depicted in 

the Vox, according to Longo. Yet, Longo does not attend to the animal voices at all, 

centering the human voices alone. Both Longo and NovakÕs readings reiterates the idea 

that the possibility of vocalization are limited to humans alone, and when animals speak, 

their animality invalidates their speech. GowerÕs obvious classism makes it very easy to 

map a hierarchical reading of Latin, vernacular English, and animal voices on to the Visio, 

replicating the animacy hierarchies that Chen points to. 

 David Carlson comes closest to identifying the animacy hierarchy present in the 

text, but still centers the human: ÒThe fact remained that the feudal political economy was 

itself inhumane, treating human beings as unequal, reducing some to non-human status, the 

status of thingness, for exploitation.Ó238 CarlsonÕs reading captures GowerÕs classism in the 

text and highlights that for Gower, too, linguistic power is associated with reason, and the 

rebels who apparently lose Òthe basic rationality that traditionally defines humanness, 
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forgoing too human appearance, becomes a beast.Ó239 CarlsonÕs reading points to the 

animacy hierarchy that Gower himself creates in the text, rendering language Òproximate 

to thoughtÓ as Chen puts it. I contend that the animacy hierarchy that Gower creates in the 

Visio demonstrates his inability to understand the plethora of rebel voices, and that his first-

person narration of the dream-vision demonstrates his own linguistic subjectivity. By 

conflating GowerÕs animacy hierarchy with a linguistic hierarchy, we lose the opportunity 

to hear the other voices in the Visio as equally meaningful to the Latin and English present 

in the text. 

 

V. NatureÕs Voice 

 It is not only animals who voice incomprehensibly in this text. Nature, too, speaks, 

resisting and silencing human language. After Gower boards a ship, a fierce storm threatens 

to drown it. The captain shouts a command, but canÕt be heard: ÒHic iubet. Impediunt 

aduerse iussa procelle,/ Nec forager audit tune snit less maris [He shouts, but adverse winds 

resist his words; The ocean roar wonÕt let his voice be heard.].Ó240 Gower depicts nature 

here as resistant to language and subsuming in its ability to be louder than the ship captainÕs 

(intellegible) voice, putting pressure on the idea of the relationship between sound and 

language. The sound of the ocean submerges the ship captainÕs meaning. Sound and 

meaning are of course different things, but Gower opens this text (and the Confessio) with 

an appeal to song and sonorousness. For Gower, social harmony and concordance is 

sonorous harmony; yet, the moment of discord, both aural and visual, demonstrates that 
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both linguistic control and social control are only possible as long as they are permitted to 

control.  

 With regard to modern interpretations of sound as meaningful, in our current 

Anglocentric, and more broadly Eurocentric, approach to languages, ones first instinct is 

not to think of, or value, either the animal or elemental vocalizations in the Visio as 

linguistic at all. Similarly, hierarchies of language have been built in order to better serve 

institutional monolingualism, particularly around English. Standard English has no 

meaning unless other Englishes exist. Similarly, the notion of accent, as I mentioned in 

Chapter One and as Rosina Lippi-Green writes, Òcan only be understood and defined if 

there is something to compare it with.Ó241 The concept of the accent is a flawed construct 

which serves as a tool for the propagation of colonialist understandings of language.  

 In a multilingual world full of dialects, pidgins, and creoles, the interpretation of 

sound as meaningful is dependent upon a readerÕs (or listenerÕs) subject position. If one is 

not part of the in-group using those dialects, one might take those too as cacophonous 

meaningless utterances. The global impulse is to treat certain languages as more powerful 

than others. Moreover, conversations around language preservation forget that for some 

speakers, the choice to use a language like English over a language signifying ones cultural 

heritage is partially a socioeconomically guided choice. Sociolinguist Salikoko Mufwene 

writes that Òwe cannot forget the fact that the speakers shift languages as part of their 

adaptive responses to changing socioeconomic conditions.Ó Mufwene argues that because 

speakers shape languages, we see a greater indigenization of European languages (which 
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the study of World Englishes investigates). He continues to argue that those who are 

concerned  

with rights of languages must ask themselves whether those rights prevail 

over the right of speakers to adapt competitively to their new socioeconomic 

ecologies. Advocates of the revitalization of endangered languages must tell 

us whether the enterprise is possible without restoring the previous 

socioeconomic ecologies that had sustained them. Like cultures, languages 

are dynamic, complex adaptive systems that cannot be considered 

independent of the adaptive needs of their speakers.242 

MufweneÕs point highlights the fact that advocates of language preservation or recovery 

conflate linguistic loss with cultural loss, without recognizing that cultural identity is not 

dependent on or formative of linguistic identity, and linguistic identity is not predicated on 

or formed by cultural identity. Contemporary language acquisition, however, is definitely 

partially influenced by the socioeconomic possibilities they offer to their speakers. As I 

articulated in Chapter One, the view that linguistic identity and cultural identity are one 

and the same is a view that is encouraged by monolingualist structures. With regard to 

Gower, the English vernacular for him does not necessarily reflect the socioeconomic 

possibility and mobility that Latin offers. 

 A contemporary multilingual practice of reading would allow us to move beyond 

centering legibility and writing, and thus seeing Latin or English, as the only valid way of 

voicing, and to read these other (less recognizably) linguistic voices as meaningful. Such a 

practice of reading would also allow us to better articulate the interconnectedness of 
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writing, voicing, reading, and hearing. I would argue that ChenÕs conception of feral 

methodology is one formation of contemporary multilingual mode of reading, and is one 

possible way to dismantle animacy hierarchies that are also implicated in monolingual 

structures. Returning to the non-human voices in the Visio, Gower continues his description 

of the monstrous animal crowd that makes the earth tremble:  

Frendet <aper spumans>, magnos facit atque tumultus, 

Et quirirat verres auget et ipse sonos; 

Latratusque ferus vrbis compresserat auras, 

Dumque canum discors vox furibunda volat. 

Vulpis egens vlulat, lupus et verutus in altum 

Conclamatque suos conuocat ipse pares. 

[The foaming boar in frenzy gnashes teeth; 

Its mate responds redoubling the noise; 

Wild barking bruises all the cityÕs ears; 

Discordant din of dogs disturbs the air. 

The fox in hunger howls; the crafty wolf 

Joins in and summons all its fellow pack.]243  

GowerÕs description of the assembly of animals is one of a discordant din that resounds 

through the air. The sounds of these creatures are so powerful that ÒMurmure saxa sonant, 

sonitum quoque vertebrate aer,/ Responsumque son vindicate Eccho sibi [The rocks 

resound, air too reverberates,/ And Echo claims the sound and sends it back].Ó244 Gower 

here not only highlights the power of the inhuman voices, demonstrating not only their 
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impress upon the land, but the landÕs ability to listen and speak back, as the verb ÒsonoÓ 

translates to the ability to both sound and resound. Further, sound here does not occur as a 

singular instance and disappear. The animals and the rocks and the air create a network of 

sound that is not necessarily comprehensible to Gower as the listener, but still conveys 

meaning as ÒInde fragore grauis strepitus loca proxima terret/ Quo timet euentum quisquis 

adire malum [The crashing sound sends fear throughout the land/ All fear the evil outcome 

that draws near].Ó245 Though neither animal nor elemental language is legible to Gower or 

any other listener, the voices in this moment convey enough intentionality that those 

listening are afraid. The affective relationships, as fear too is part of affect, created by 

listening and speaking throughout this text are part of the process of poetic creation and 

voicing for Gower. GowerÕs hearing in the text functions as a form of misreading, to which 

our reading might serve as a corrective. 

 Reading non-human voices as noises rather than voices replicates the animacy 

hierarchy in that inhuman utterance is subordinated to human speech. Moreover, the 

noise/voice binary too reinscribes the human/non-human binary and hierarchy. While 

Gower is certainly presenting that animacy hierarchy, we as readers are free to interpret his 

work differently (and perhaps reparatively) for the inhuman actors of the text. The fox and 

the wolves, for example, howl- Òululat,Ó a moment of onomatopoeia. Just as Gower names 

the rebel animals, onomatopoeia too is a process of naming. In an incisive critique, drawing 

from theoretical posthumanism, Jeffrey Jerome Cohen points out that onomatopoeia is 

Òliterally a name-makingÓ and  
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Éa movement into language of acoustical vibrations from inhuman realms. 

The material world has always imprinted itself upon us, with us, despite us. 

If we tarry for a moment over longer histories we might recognise they 

already inhabit us, sometimes as narratives, sometimes in strangely 

communicative sounds that intermix matter and meaning. Language 

sometimes carries within its sonority inhuman presence and force. 

Onomatopeia and its allied modes of wordsmithing thrum with an impulse 

to mimesis, intensification and alliance; desires for capture and 

companionship; creative acts of environmental apprehension; 

communication with sound more than signification; an imprinting from a 

nonhuman elsewhere. Although typically associated with animal noise, 

onomatopoeia is also a transport of hissing wind, rumbling stone, grinding 

gears and crackling fire, a veering of ecology into language. 246  

CohenÕs reading offers a mutuality between the human and nonhuman, but his analysis 

reminds us that Gower is seemingly terrified of a possibly posthuman world. CohenÕs 

reading offers one vision of environmental and linguistic enmeshment (while reminding us 

that violence is Òunevenly distributedÓ and that ÒHuman bodies are also plural phenomena, 

specific and universalised at perilÓ and that the boundaries we draw Òmay be necessary, but 

such systems are fragile, insufficientÓ and Òineveitably excludeÓ), while Gower resists 

being enmeshed at every possible turn, as reflected through his inability to understand the 

voices of the inhuman actors in the text.247 Yet Gower cannot escape being implicated in 

the network of human and inhuman voices here, as even as he resists his own entanglement, 
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he still conveys these voices, allowing his readers to read those voices as meaningful rather 

than as the apocalyptic boom that Gower hears them as. Inherent in Cohen's analysis, and 

Duckert's as I gestured to earlier, is that sound, even as human language struggles to control 

it in the act of naming it via onomatopoeia, escapes that control, creating the ÒcascadeÓ of 

relations that Serres points to. Gower's fear, writing from a position of privilege and writing 

as the noble class who suffer the consequences of ignoring the failure within the feudal 

system, is the reality that Serres articulatesÐthat the system itself is messy and disordered 

and noisy.  

 Poetic making in itself, as described in the beginning of the Visio, is an affective 

and actually fluid endeavor for Gower. He writes: 

Quod michi flere licet scribam lachrimabile tempus, 

Sicque in exemplum posteritatis eat. 

Flebilis vt noster status ist, ita flebile carmen, 

Materie scripto conueniente sue. 

Omne quod est huius operis lacrimabile, lector 

Scriptum de lacrimis sentiat esse meis, 

Sepeque sunt lacrimis de me scribente profusis, 

Humida fit lacrimis sepeque penna meis. 

[IÕll write of tearful times, which I can mourn, 

So those to come may thence a lesson learn. 

A mournful song befits our mournful state: 

The style is suited to the tale it tells. 

WhatÕs tearful in this work, the reader must 
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Accept, was wholly written from my tears. 

Often its lines are wet with tears I spill 

While writing, oft pen too is wet with tears.]248 

Gower describes the events he is about to narrate as Òlachrimabile [tearful]Ó that are meant 

to offer a lesson (ÒexemplumÓ) to the readers, and to the future. Further his Òmournful 

songÓ could also translate to his Òtearful song.Ó He goes on to describe the work as tearful 

and written from his tears. Both the lines of the poem and the pen with which he writes are 

wet with tears. Gower here conveys a sense of wet poetics, in that both his composition 

and his tears are intermingled, collapsing the distance between poet and poem. The poet 

animates the poem quite literally through his own tears. The poet drowns his work with his 

tears even as he almost drowns in his dream. 

 Gower describes the start of the storm after he narrates boarding the ship and 

praying for a smooth voyage: 

Quatuor ora fremunt ventorum sic, quod inermem 

Anchora non poterat vlla iuuare ratem. 

Extra se positus madidis Nothas euoalat alis, 

Cuius enim gutte dampna furoris agunt. 

[The mouths of four winds blow; our helpless boat 

CanÕt be secured by any anchorÕs aid. 

Beside itself, on dripping wings, the South 

Wind flies: its drops rain devastating rage.]249 
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The storm is fierce, assaulting the ship to the point that its anchor is useless. GowerÕs 

inclusion of this point could be read as reflective of the illusion that is the association 

between meaning and stability. The storm begins from the mouths of the four winds (ÒoraÓ), 

indicating that the storm itself an enterprise connected to voicing. The storm here might be 

the material consequence of voicing in its impress on the humans affected by it. Gower is 

caught in the storm.  

Quas sibi non poterat terre <comprendere> virtus, 

Pendula celestes libra mouebat aquas. 

Sic defrenato voluntuur in equora cursu, 

Quo maris vnda nimis aucta subegit humum. 

[On high the hanging balance stirred the wet 

Of skies that earthly power could not contain.  

It poured upon the seas in unchecked streams 

And swelled the sea, which overwhelmed the land.]250 

The rain swells the sea which then submerges the land. The existing animacy hierarchy 

here is made fluid by flooding. Further, earthly power (Òterre virtusÓ) is placed as 

subordinate to the sky or to heaven, subject to its wet revenge. The supposedly stable and 

fixed land is overwhelmed by the fluid sea, reflecting of course GowerÕs belief in the 

stability of social order, but also implicitly acknowledging that even in Latin, the language 

of social order, drowning is a possibility. The storm and ensuing flood itself is represented 

as unnatural, as ÒHuius aque flue bubo nautat inter alaudas,/ Ac lupus inter oues, inter 

honesta nephas [Within the waterÕs flood the owl swims with/ The larks, the wolf with 
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sheep, and wrong with right].”251 Land animals suddenly become aquatic ones, apparently 

adapting to their new environment. The ones who aren’t able to adapt are apparently the 

humans. The flood is a nod to the Biblical flood, but we might read this moment in order 

consider fluidity along the lines of Chen’s feral methodology. Fluidity operates differently 

than moving ferally. Moving ferally still depends on the subject’s willingness to move. 

Fluidity, on the other hand, moves the subject with or without the subject’s permission. If 

we read this as reflective of multilingual practice, what emerges is a sense that 

multilingualism is just as fluid and unfixed. Multilingual subjects might be more fluid than 

feral, moving seamlessly through apparently homogeneous cultural identities and linguistic 

relations, which troubles the “stable” monolingual imaginary. 

 The dream vision culminates in Gower analogizing the ship to the Tower of 

London, which the rebel forces attacked during the Rising. He writes: 

“O quam tunc similis huic naui Londonarium 

Turris erat, quodd ea seua procella quatit. 

Turris egens muris, vbi umpsit petra papiri 

Formam, quam penetrans sordida musca terit. 

[How like that ship the Tower of London was, 

Since savage storms assailed both tower and ship. 

The tower lacks walls; its rock took on the form 

Of paper, which foul flea consumes and eats.]252 

The framing of the solidity of the Tower here that takes on the form of paper (“papiri”) can 

be read as a metaphor for the illusion of linguistic stability. Writing offers the illusion of 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
251 Visio 1647-1648 
252 Visio 1743-1746 



! 117 

rock-like solidity to language. Further, in framing rock as stable (or system, in Serres' 

understanding), the transformation of rock to paper also reveals the illusory stability of the 

act of writing itself as interpretation (and perhaps interruption) are always an 

uncontrollable possibility. If one reads this moment as an argument about language, the 

reader here might be the foul flea (Òsordida muscaÓ), interpreting the text beyond the 

bounds of the paper it is written on. Interpretation, and interruption, share the Òinter,Ó the 

betweenness that comes from the Latin root, conveying the same system of relation that 

Serres points to with the ÒparaÓ of parasite, and the system of relations that emerges from 

Chen's feral methodology. Though Gower is resistant to the fluidity of these moments of 

relation, we as readers, too, are implicated through our own interpretation of Gower's text. 

It is through reading that we can recover the impress of the posthuman environs that Gower 

so stonily resists. 

 For Gower, the stability of the tower is overcome, and the peasants invade it. Their 

invasion of the tower makes the tower fragile. Gower writes:  

Turris, vbi pressit vi tegula feda coronam, 

Quo cecidit fragile sub pede forte caput. 

Turris, non thuris olefacta salute sed egra, 

Lugens non ludens tedia queque ferens. 

Turris diuisa linguis Babilonis ad instar; 

Turris vt est nauis Tharsis in ore maris. 

Sic patitur pressa vici sub gurgite turris, 

Nescio qua morum parte parare viam. 

[The towerÐwhose dirty Tile oppressed the crown, 
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Where mighty head was felled by feeble foot. 

The towerÐnot scented healthily but sick, 

In grief, not joyfully, it bore its woes. 

The tower, like Babylon, is split in tongues; 

The towerÐlike ship in TharsisÕs oceanÕs mouth. 

Beneath the flood of vice the tower groans 

And canÕt prepare a way for moral life.]253 

GowerÕs framing of the tower as ÒsickÓ and Òlike BabylonÓ where Òmighty head was felled 

by feeble footÓ is directly related to his view of the attack on social order. Further, it returns 

us to GowerÕs view of the tower as ÒrockÓ which becomes Òpaper.Ó Ultimately, GowerÕs 

conclusion resonates with his view of division that we saw in Chapter One. The tower is 

the symbol of being ÒMad al togedre of o matiere,Ó GowerÕs ultimate solution to the 

condition of division which is a condition of mortality.254 GowerÕs desire for ultimate 

harmony proves ultimately impossible, as the poet can neither control the animals, nature, 

nor our own readerly interpretations. A contemporary multilingual practice of reading, too, 

by reading all the voices in the text as meaningful, exposes the fragility of the tower and 

its groan. While the Latin choice (ÒpatiturÓ) is more ambiguous (as it indicates bearing, 

suffering, or supporting, or enduring), the translation choice to use ÒgroanÓ is notable, as it 

can both be read as the structural stability of the tower giving way and the tower itself 

having a voice of its own. The translation itself recuperates interpretative possibility and 

meaning in GowerÕs text.  
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Possession and Translation: Gower and/in the Text of Pericles 
 
 William ShakespeareÕs and George WilkinsÕs Pericles begins with a stage 

direction: ÒEnter Gower.Ó The play itself is an adaptation of John GowerÕs ÒTale of 

Apollonius of TyreÓ from his fourteenth-century work, the Confessio Amantis. If the play 

is meant to generationally succeed GowerÕs original text, that temporally linear relationship 

is complicated by the resurrection of Gower in the play-text. Within the narrative itself, 

generational logic is both complicated through the incestuous relationship between 

Antiochus and his daughter, and mirrored through the relationship between Pericles and 

Marina. 

 The relationship between medieval Gower and Gower the actor complicates the 

seemingly linear nature of inheritance.255 Author-Gower begins the Confessio Amantis by 

framing his relationship to the works from which he draws, and speculates upon his own 

reception.256 He acknowledges the importance of the sources that he uses, and says that 

because these ÒbokesÓ from the past still remain, Òwe therefore/ Ben tawht of that was write 

tho.Ó257 The wordplay between right and write demonstrates that Gower considers these 

books of the past as not only morally instructive but also teaches one to create such a text. 

The past is clearly a useful repository of information for Gower. He then indicates his 

intention to write Òof newe som matiere/ Essampled of those olde wyseÓ commandeering 

the work of Òhem that written ous tofore.Ó258 GowerÕs use of the word ÒwyseÓ implies both 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
255 From this point on, for the purposes of this paper, I will be referring to the medieval John Gower as 
Òauthor-GowerÓ and the figure of Gower in Pericles as Òactor-Gower.Ó 

256 GowerÕs main focus is on love, and the ethical and moral complications that come with love. His work 
is divided into eight different books, organized according to the seven deadly sins, in addition to one book 
dedicated to the education of a king. In each book, he retells classical stories in order to bring out a 
particular message about that sin. The work is framed as a scene of confession and instruction: Genius, the 
narrator, is the confessor who attempts to teach Amans, the penitent, about the various sins. 

257 Confessio Prologue 2-3. All citations of the Confessio and Pericles are in line numbers. 
258 Confessio Prologue 6-7, 1. 
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old wisdom and old ways, evoking both the moral project of his work and his 

methodological approach, just as ÒwriteÓ functioned. Gower thus frames his project as a 

recognition of the past, by using the examples which classical tales offer and by using a 

similar method to construct his text. He simultaneously addresses his present moment, as 

he is not only writing these texts anew, or again, but also writes them in a new way, 

redeploying them for his own ends. ÒNew,Ó for Gower, does not imply opposition or the 

abandonment of the past. Gower anchors his project in the present (ÒIn oure tyme among 

ous hiereÓ259), simultaneously connecting the text with past sources and the future reception 

of his work, which will be left Òto the worldes eere/ In tyme comende after this.Ó260  

In this chapter, I interrogate how the play-text of Pericles is part of the textual 

lineage of this particular narrative that author-Gower himself participates in, as GowerÕs 

version of the tale is drawn from Godfrey of ViterboÕs Pantheon. Just as Gower retells the 

story of Apollonius, the play retells GowerÕs version of this narrative. Moreover, I 

investigate how GowerÕs resurrection functions, complicating our understanding of a linear 

progression from the medieval to the early modern. If tales are inherited, then the issue of 

inheritance itself becomes complicated in the play: textual inheritance is made problematic 

through the resurrection of Gower in the play-text, and familial inheritance becomes 

tangled through the problem of incest within the narrative itself. 

 

I.! Translation as Specter 

 Translation is often understood as a progression from one narrative iteration to the 

next, from source text to its translated version. The translated version becomes the next 
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! 121 

point in the source textÕs survival, or its textual descendent. Using generational logic to 

understand translation and textual lineage, however, reduces translations and source texts 

to isolated, if related, units. Elizabeth Freeman, in her understanding of chronobiopolitics, 

calls this organization of time a Òtelolog[y] of livingÓ where Òinheritance becomes the 

familial and collective legacy from which a group will draw a properly political futureÑ

be it national, ethnic, or something else.Ó261 Freeman continues to say that this organization 

of time not only harnesses sequence, Òbut also cycle, the dialectical companion to 

sequence, for the idea of time as cyclical stabilizes its forward movement, promising 

renewal rather than rupture.Ó262 FreemanÕs understanding of time gestures towards the 

normative understanding of translation as both the sequel and the renewal of the text, which 

is how the logic of generation functionsÐeach generation is both a succession and renewal 

of its predecessor. The way that Freeman explains how time is organized speaks to issues 

that feminist translation theorists have addressed.  

 Feminist translation theorists have addressed the fact that translation is often framed 

as a feminized enterprise against a patriarchal/masculine source text, as translation has 

often been framed as ÒsubservientÓ to authorship. Laura Kirkley points out that the 

Òfeminized translator was cast in a reproductive role, one that demanded fidelity to the 

masculinized author, but could only ever bring forth a pale shadow of his creative 

original.Ó263 KirkleyÕs point highlights the nature of translation as the reproduction of an 

original text, and shows the gendered way in which textual lineage is understood. Barbara 

Godard writes that Òfeminist translation is a signifying of difference despite similarityÉ  
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261 Freeman 5. 
262 Ibid, emphasis mine. 
263 Kirkley 14. 
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Meaning decerned and assigned by the translator becomes visible in the gap or the surplus 

which separates target from source text. The feminist translator, affirming her critical 

difference, her delight in interminable re-reading and rewriting, flaunts the signs of her 

manipulation of the text.Ó264 Citing Godard, Kirkley points out that ÒFeminist translation 

theory has focused, particularly, on the struggle for audibility between the historically 

muted Ð and feminized Ð translational voice and its historically dominant authorial 

counterpart, suggesting that a feminist translator might engage critically with patriarchal 

texts and significantly alter their ideological freight.Ó265 Godard, Kirkley, and others have 

highlighted the necessity for feminist approaches to translation theory in order to disrupt 

the chrononormative (to use FreemanÕs term) understanding of the time of translation. 

 This chapter does not seek to argue that Pericles is an example of feminist 

translation; however, the play-text in some ways neither conforms to the chrononormative 

time of translation, nor does it wholly disrupt its source text as a translation. As I mentioned 

above, author-GowerÕs ÒApolloniusÓ from the Confessio is itself drawn from another 

source text. The play-text, rather than wholly supplanting its source material, is another 

layer in the narrativeÕs journey as it moves from one iteration to the next. Further, the play-

text complicates both a linear and cyclical generational logic by resurrecting actor-Gower 

as its chorus figure to direct the action. Actor-GowerÕs resurgence in the play-text 

complicates understanding the play text as either a succession or a renewal. I draw from 

Jacques DerridaÕs idea of the specter, or revenant, as I trace how Gower is doubled as 

author and actor, and dead and alive, just as GowerÕs text is doubled.  
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In Specters of Marx, Derrida tells us that the specter is that which returns. The 

revenant is Òneither soul nor body, and both one and the otherÉ There is something 

disappeared, departed in the apparition itself as a reapparition of the departed.Ó266 DerridaÕs 

theory captures not only the temporality but also the materiality of the specter, which 

resonates with how I will discuss actor-Gower and author-Gower. Moreover, he captures 

the sense of repetition that is inherent in the specter, and critical to our understanding of 

the transmission of GowerÕs text. Derrida calls the appearance of the specter a hauntology: 

ÒRepetition and first time, but also repetition and last time, since the singularity of any first 

time, makes of it also a last time. Each time it is the event itself, a first time is a last time.Ó267 

DerridaÕs work allows us to consider author-Gower and actor-Gower separately but also 

allows us to complicate a linear understanding of textual transmission. Further, Derrida 

writes, Òthe cadaver is perhaps not as dead as the conjuration tries to delude us into 

believing. The one who has disappeared appears still to be there and his apparition is not 

nothing.Ó268 Derrida offers us a way to read the Confessio and author-Gower as the specters 

of the original that haunt Pericles, even as the play is meant to stand as a supposed mimic 

of the original. The ghost of author-Gower flickers in and out of our view in the play, 

signifying his simultaneous haunting presence and his bodily absence Ð the ghost is there-

but-not in a single moment. 

 DerridaÕs understanding of spectrality extends to how he theorizes language in 

Monolingualism of the Other. He writes ÒAn immanent structure of promise and desire 

informs all speech.Ó269 He continues, ÒI still do not know what will happen to me or what 
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266 Derrida (1994) 5. 
267 Derrida (1994) 10, emphasis in the original. 
268 Derrida (1994) 120. 
269 Derrida (1998) 21. 
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awaits me at the end of a sentence, neither who or what awaits whom or what, I am within 

this promise or this threatÉ a language can only speak itself of itself. One cannot speak of 

a language except in that language. Even if to place it outside itself.Ó270 Derrida points out 

the bind of theorizing language through language, and the element of impossibility that the 

project carries. He continues to identify what he calls the Òimpossibility of an absolute 

metalanguageÓ through which one can theorize language and translation.271 Though an 

actual metalanguage to talk about language is not possible, he says that the Òeffects of 

metalanguageÓ make themselves known- ÒAt the horizon, visible and miraculous, spectral 

but infinitely desirable, they allow the mirage of another language to tremble.Ó272 Derrida 

continues to talk about the process of theorizing language through language as a process of 

alienation, as it 

structures the peculiarity [le propre] and property of language. It institutes the 

phenomenon of hearing-oneself-speak in order to mean-to-say [pour vouloir dire]. 

But here, we must say the phenomenon as phantasm. Let us refer for the moment 

to the semantic and etymological affinity that associates the phantasm to the 

phainesthai, to phenomenality, but also to the spectrality of the phenomenon. 

Phantasma is also the phantom, the double, the ghost.273  

Derrida gestures towards the complexity of theorizing language and translation when 

language is the tool that one is using. The Òmirage,Ó Òdouble,Ó and ÒghostÓ that he points 

to show the fragility and seeming illusory nature of theorizing language. Even though we 
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271 Ibid. 
272 Ibid. 
273 Derrida (1998) 25. 
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strive towards a metalanguage to talk about language, that achievement is an impossible 

one. 

 Via Derrida, we can retheorize how we understand Pericles as a translated text. The 

play-text, in its collaborative authorial history, and in its connection with the medieval past, 

becomes implicated in a transhistorical network of narratives. The place of Gower as a 

chorus figure in the play centers the storyÕs history. We might therefore consider the 

question of translation and inheritance and how the play-text does not adhere to how we 

normally understand the time of translation. In resurrecting Gower, and through the plot of 

incest in the play, the play disrupts the cyclical nature of time that promises a ÒrenewalÓ 

(to use FreemanÕs term) which generationally replaces its source text. 

 

II.  The Fluidity and Fixedness of Place 

 Further complicating the issue of understanding the play-text as a translation is the 

issue of place. Though the events within the play are very much place-oriented, actor-

GowerÕs direction reveals the illusory nature of place in the play. Actor-GowerÕs 

interventions in the play demonstrate that place is very much a fiction, even though the 

success of the play depends on following its events from place to place. Reading the play 

moves one from Antioch to Tyre to Tarsus to Pentapolis to Ephesus to Mytelene, and ends 

in the installation of Lysimachus and Marina as the new rulers of Tyre while Pericles and 

Thaisa return to Pentapolis to govern. Actor-Gower  in the opening of Scene 18 says: 

Thus time we waste and long leagues we make short, 

Sail seas in cockles, have an wish but forÕt, 

Making to take imagination 
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From bourn to bourn, region to region. 

By you being pardoned, we commit no crime 

To use one language in each several clime 

Where our scenes seem to live. I do beseech you 

To learn of me, who stand iÕthÕ gaps to teach you 

The stages of our story.274 

Actor-GowerÕs consciousness awareness but total elision of linguistic difference between 

different geographical spaces is an interesting tension for a play so invested in and enabled 

by geography. As Lorena Laureano Dom’nguez points out, ÒThe striking episodic nature 

of the play as well as its spatial (and temporal) discontinuities evince the importance of 

geographic representation in a play whose structure, plot and characters are all defined by 

constant movement and transition.Ó275 Dom’nguez points out that geography and 

temporality are so fragmented in the play that it is Gower who must stand ÒiÕthÕ gapsÓ to 

fill the reader in. Yet linguistically, the play is also fragmented through Gower. Nods to 

author-GowerÕs meter and the occasional Latin or Middle English word remind us where 

this narrative is drawn from. Moreover, places slip in and out of our view even as Gower 

reminds us that this is all taking place on the same stage (ÒIn your imagination hold/ This 

stage the shipÓ).276 As Joanne M. Rochester puts it, ÒThe figure of Gower acts as the playÕs 

anchor, repeatedly tethering us to the narrative, explaining where we have been and where 

we are going.Ó277 As much as this play is Shakespeare and WilkinsÕs translation of author-

GowerÕs original text, actor-Gower is our translator from place to place. 
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276 Pericles 10.58-59. 
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Though the events of the play-text and of its source material occur in a version of 

the Mediterranean, author-Gower, as we and Shakespeare know, is from Southwark. The 

ambiguities of geography in the play-textÕs events stands in productive tension with the 

fixed nature of being in Southwark. As Paul Dean writes, the effect of staging Gower 

Òwould have been striking to an audience at the Globe, where Pericles was first staged, 

since they only had to walk around the corner to Southwark Cathedral to see GowerÕs 

tomb.Ó278 R.F. Yeager reminds us that Shakespeare buried his brother there in 1607.279 The 

fluidity of place in the play thus seems to contradict the localization of both the history of 

the author of its source material and its own performance. If actor-Gower is meant to evoke 

Southwark, both as the author of the source material and through the presence of his tomb, 

his linguistic practice (in both the Confessio and in the play-text) is not implicated by the 

evocation of place. Rather, Shakespeare and Wilkins present an odd temporal 

multilingualism in the ways that actor-Gower is linguistically marked as emphatically from 

the past. 

Author-Gower does not dwell much on place in the source material, probably a 

function of not facing the challenges of representing place on the stage. The fluidity of 

place in the play seems to be more reflective of the play-textÕs own self-reflection as a 

translation. The play-text, as it reflects itself as a translation, is invested in both uprooting 

itself from place to place but very much rooting itself in its medieval source material 

through GowerÕs resurrection. Actor-GowerÕs centrality to the play-text, as its anchor, is 

what leads me to make a case for the play as a model of incestuous translation, as it seems 

to reject the idea of translation as a generational succession. 
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III.  Incestuous Translation 

The play opens with ShakespeareÕs conflation of antiquity and authority via actor-

Gower. Actor-Gower says, 

To sing a song that old was sung 

From ashes ancient Gower is come, 

Assuming manÕs infirmities 

To glad your ear and please your eyes. 

It hath been sung at festivals, 

On ember-eves and holy-ales, 

And lords and ladies in their lives 

Have read it for restoratives. 

The purchase is to make men glorious, 

Et bonum quo antiquius eo melius.280 (1.1-10) 

GowerÕs entrance here is framed as a resurrection, and his narrative is immediately marked 

as Òold,Ó as is actor-Gower. He begins by speaking in octosyllabic couplets, which is the 

style of the Confessio, marking the Gower on stage as medieval. However, he also claims 

the narrative he plans to tell has been read by Òlords and ladiesÓ as Òrestoratives.Ó By 

framing an ÒoldÓ tale, he associates the old with the power to cure. The Latin phrase he 

uses is translated as ÒAnd the older a thing is, the better it is,Ó which reinforces his message 

that the old is restorative. The use of Latin in itself foregrounds the same meaning, 

particularly in its medieval contexts, as author-GowerÕs Confessio is rife with tales 
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translated from Latin into Middle English. The Confessio also has Latin colophons which 

frame each section of the text. Thus, actor-GowerÕs use of Latin emphasizes both a classical 

and medieval past, and foregrounds the presence of author-Gower. Moreover, actor-

GowerÕs associations of that which is good or curative with the old echoes author-GowerÕs 

belief in the wisdom of old texts.   

 Actor-GowerÕs initial speech reflects the opening to the Confessio, as cited earlier. 

The lessons of the past are meant to serve as lessons for the present, and the present is 

meant to serve the future. Even as Actor-GowerÕs initial speech imitates author-GowerÕs 

words, the comparison between the two and the changes that Shakespeare and Wilkins 

make to author-GowerÕs text demonstrate that the relationship between imitation and 

reproduction is essential to how we understand the transformative power of textual 

imitation via the problem of incest in Pericles. Incest disrupts the time of generational 

futurity, and the act of incest is the catalyst for the events of both author-GowerÕs narrative 

and the events of the play.  

Actor-Gower sets the stage, telling us that ÒAntiochus the Great,Ó the ruler of 

Antioch in Syria, is a widower with a Òfemale heir/ So buxom, blithe, and full of face/ As 

heaven had lent her all his grace.Ó281 He continues to tell us that Antiochus took a ÒlikingÓ 

to his daughter, and Òher to incest did provoke.Ó282 The motivation for the incest in the play 

is dramatically altered from author-GowerÕs version in the Confessio where the incest is 

framed explicitly as rape. Author-Gower describes it as an act of cannibalism: ÒThe wylde 

fader thus devoureth/ His oghne fleissh, which non socoureth,/ And that was cause of 
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mochel care.Ó283 The play also frames incest as an act of cannibalism, but places the blame 

equally on Antiochus and his daughter.  

Pericles, upon discovering the incest, says,  

If it be true that I interpret false, 

Then were it certain you were not so bad 

As with foul incest to abuse your soul, 

Where now youÕre both a father and a son 

By your uncomely claspings with your childÐ 

Which pleasures fits a husband, not a fatherÐ  

And she an eater of her motherÕs flesh 

By the defiling of her parentsÕ bed, 

And both like serpents are, who though they feed 

On sweetest flowers, yet they poison breed.284 

The play makes both Antiochus and his daughter equally complicit in the act of incest, 

while author-GowerÕs narrative places the blame squarely on the tyrant kingÕs shoulders. 

In the Confessio, author-Gower uses the narrative to show how Òlust of love excedeth 

lawe,Ó as good kingship is tied to loving the right, or natural, way.285 In the play, the 

discovery of incest is tied to PericlesÕs own search for a wife in order to produces a 

successor to his throne. PericlesÕs monologue highlights the complete mockery of the 

family structure that Antiochus creates through the incestuous relationship with his 

daughterÐ Antiochus becomes both father, son, and husband simultaneously, and his 
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daughter usurps her motherÕs position as a wife. PericlesÕs monologue also shows us that 

the act of discovering the incest is an act of interpretation, or translation, as it is through 

the riddle that the incestuous relationship is revealed. 

 The riddle in both the Confessio and in the play is a trap. Should the suitor coming 

to claim AntiochusÕs daughter for his bride fail to discover the meaning of the riddle, he 

dies. However, if he interprets the riddle correctly, he dies. In author-GowerÕs text, the 

riddle that Antiochus presents reads: 

With felonie I am upbore,  

I ete and have it noght forbore 

Mi modres fleissh, whos housebonde 

Mi fader for to seche I fonde, 

Which is the sone ek of my wif. 

Hierof I am inquisitif; 

And who that can mi tale save, 

Al quyt he schal my doghter have; 

Of his ansuere and if he faile, 

He schal be ded withoute faile.286 

The riddle emphasizes the criminal nature of the act of incest (ÒfelonieÓ). However, part of 

the criminal element of incest is the concealment of the relationship, which helps to 

ÒupboreÓ the sin. We also see the link between consumption and incest, through the image 

of eating ÒMi modres fleissh.Ó Gower also highlights the circularity of incestuous 

relationships through the riddle. The riddle is then unanswerable, reflecting on the way in 
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which incest cannot provide a legitimate heir, unlike normative succession which produces 

a next generation. Antiochus calls the riddle a Òtale,Ó ironically framing the recursive 

temporality of incest as linear.287 (411). Further, referring to the riddle as a ÒtaleÓ 

complicates how we understand the linearity of narrative itself. 

 If the author-GowerÕs version of the riddle complicates a linear understanding of 

narrative, then the riddle in Pericles, when put into conversation with the riddle in the 

Confessio, complicates how we understand textual transmission. The riddle in the play-text 

says: 

I am no viper, yet I feed 

On motherÕs flesh which did me breed. 

I sought a husband, in which labour 

I found that kindness in a father. 

HeÕs father, son, and husband mild; 

I mother, wife, and yet his child. 

How they may be and yet in two, 

As you will live resolve it you.288 

If generation leads to difference, then incest is precisely a lack of difference; if succession 

is order, then the relationship between Antiochus and his daughter demonstrates disorder. 

Interestingly, Antiochus speaks the riddle in the Confessio, while the ÒIÓ of the riddle in 

Pericles refers to his daughter. Moreover, the riddle in both the Confessio and the play are 

unanswerable Ð if Apoll onius/Pericles fails to answer the riddle, he dies; if he answers 

correctly, he dies. In the Confessio, he bows out by saying that it is a private matter between 
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parent and child alone, and in the play he dissembles by telling the King that it is ÒenoughÓ 

that he knows, the answer does not need to be spoken aloud.289 (VIII.425-7, 1.148-9). Incest 

stops true reproduction; similarly, the riddleÕs answer silences the riddle solver. Incest is 

that which cannot be revealed, but is also that which cannot help but be revealed. Yet, it is 

because of the incestuous relationship that the narratives move forward Ð the inability to 

answer the question forces Apollonius/Pericles to flee. While incest prevents generational 

time, it enables narrative time. Narrative time succumbs to natural and moral order in the 

Confessio, which is a moral project as a whole, and is motivated by the impulse to seek out 

that order after the discovery of the incest. However, the play, as a more secular text, 

according to John Gillies in his work on place and space in Pericles, Òdramatizes the 

exposure of an ordinary man to sheer contingency, one which finds no guarantee other than 

in the act of story-telling itself.Ó290 If the act of story-telling is the guarantee of narrative 

time in the play, then perhaps we might question who tells the story. 

 After the riddle is presented, Antiochus tells Pericles, ÒEither expound now, or 

receive your sentenceÓ and, when Pericles dissembles in response, says ÒHe has found the 

meaning./ But I will gloze with him.Ó291 Antiochus, too, frames solving the riddle as an act 

of translation of interpretation, and his response to PericlesÕs demure refusal to clearly state 

the KingÕs crime is also an act of interpretation. He grants Pericles forty days to solve the 

riddle, and says ÒIf by which time our secret be undone,/ This mercy shows weÕll joy in 

such a son.Ó292 AntiochusÕs statement to Pericles links the act of translating the riddle with 

lineage (in that Pericles would ostensibly marry AntiochusÕs daughter and become a 
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son/heir to Antiochus). Yet Antiochus has no intention of either allowing the translation of 

the riddle or fulfilling the terms of the agreement. Incest, again, represents its double 

nature. 

 

III.   Incest and Refugees  

 The playÕs events begin because of PericlesÕs own desire to preserve the futurity of 

his kingdom by marrying and producing an heir. In Author-GowerÕs text, it is the ÒfameÓ 

of AntiochusÕs daughter that spreads to Òsondry regnesÓ which drives Òworthi princesÓ to 

try and win her hand in marriage.293 Antiochus designs the riddle in order to obstruct the 

suitors, making it the law of the land that whomsoever seeks his daughterÕs hand in must 

solve the riddle or risk execution. After enough suitors are killed, potential suitors who 

Òweren wiseÓ are dissuaded from making an attempt.294 However, ÒAppolinus the Prince 

of TyrÓ is a Òyong, a freiish, a lusti knightÓ and decides to try despite the danger.295 Author-

Gower tells us that when he arrives at Antioch and Òwhanne he sih the king present,/ He 

preith he moste his dowhter have.Ó296 While both GowerÕs narrative in the Confessio and 

the play-text begin with Apollonius/Pericles traveling to Antioch, the play-text alters 

PericlesÕs actions to explicitly highlight his desire for an heir. Pericles reveals to Helicanus 

the incestuous relationship between Antiochus and his daughter, saying 

ÉI went to Antioch, 

Where as thou knowÕst, against the face of death 

I sought the purchase of a glorious beauty 
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From whence an issue I might propagate, 

As children are heavenÕs blessings: to parents, objects; 

Are arms to princes, and bring joys to subjects.297  

By framing PericlesÕs original journey as motivated by the desire for an heir, the play calls 

attention to itself as a reproduction of the original text. Michelle Dowd points out that 

PericlesÕs speech Òmakes clear that his dangerous travel is instigated by his desire for 

progeny and his awareness of the political and dynastic significance of producing a 

legitimate heir.Ó298 Dowd reads PericlesÕs desire for an heir, and his use of the word issue, 

as drawing Òattention to a specific sociospatial dynamic in that it connects the desire for an 

heir with problematic movement, a sense of issuing forth or moving away.Ó299 The search 

for an heir certainly drives PericlesÕs initial journey to Antioch, but ultimately, what drives 

Pericles into exile is the threat that Antiochus poses to his kingdom. He tells Helicanus that 

ÒTo keep his bed of blackness unlaid opeÓ Antiochus will Òfill [their] land with arms,Ó a 

fear that Apollonius also states in GowerÕs Confessio.300 Both the Apollonius and Pericles 

recognize Antiochus as a tyrant (ÒThis tirant of his felonie,Ó ÒI knew him tyrannousÓ301), 

explicitly connecting the incest with the type of king Antiochus is.  

 I echo and build on DowdÕs reading of the incestuous relationship between 

Antiochus and his daughter. She says:  

Individual will and emotion, in this case the ÔlikingÕ that takes the form of illicit 

sexual desire, powerfully transforms the familial economy, resulting in a barren and 
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insular householdÉ Although princes ÔseekÕ the daughter as a marriage partner, 

Antiochus legally Ôprevent[s]Õ them through the riddle in order to Ôkeep her stillÕ 

(Chorus 1.0.33, 35, 36). Because ÔstillÕ can modify either ÔkeepÕ or Ôher,Õ it implies 

either AntiochusÕs desire to retain his daughter indefinitely or to prevent her from 

moving. Either reading suggests a desire for stasis and stability, though as an 

adjective ÔstillÕ contrasts nicely with the act of seeking done by the foreign princes 

who desire a bride. AntiochusÕs incestuous relationship with his daughter, that is, 

counters the spatial movement implied by dynastic marriage in the play by keeping 

the daughter firmly at home. However, in resisting completely the circulation of his 

daughter within the marital economy, he magnifies rather than resolves the 

succession problem, effectively eliminating his sole heir in the process. At the 

moment that Antiochus transforms his daughter into his lover, the heir to Antioch 

is lost.302  

While Dowd is interested in familial continuity, I build on her reading by connecting the 

concept of familial reproduction explicitly to the issue of translation. If children are 

translations of their parents, ensuring the next iteration of the familial line, then 

AntiochusÕs daughter represents a translation exiled from her place in the succession of 

generations. DowdÕs reading also reminds us that heirs, and ensuring the continuity of 

kingdoms is only possible through marriage and the bodies of women. Pericles eventually 

marries Thaisa, and has a daughter of his ownÐMarina. Pericles and MarinaÕs relationship 

stands as both a mirror and a corrective to the relationship between Antiochus and his 

daughter.  
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 Moreover, it is the mechanics of being a refugee that allow for this correction, even 

as the incest enables the exile in the play. Even as moving across spaces causes certain 

narrative complications, like ThaisaÕs Òdeath,Ó it also serves as the cure for the events of 

the text. Pericles exiles himself to save his kingdom, and then becomes a refugee via 

shipwreck, by which he marries Thaisa and produces Marina. It is only through an act of 

physical translationÐ leaving Tyre and ending up at PentapolisÐ that Marina, the next 

generation, is produced. It is ThaisaÕs apparent death and the villainy of Dionyza, 

motivated by the apparent threat Marina poses to her daughter Philoten, which enables 

MarinaÕs own refugee status, and rediscovery of her father. It is notable that in author-

GowerÕs rendition of this text, ApolloniusÕs wife is as nameless as AntiochusÕs daughter, 

and his daughter is named Thaise. The medieval text seems to suggest that the potential 

vessels of ensuring ApolloniusÕs continuity through reproduction do not need to be named.  

 In the play-text, Pericles first travels to Tarsus, but is made a refugee by a storm, 

which then takes him to Pentapolis. He decides to compete in the tournament for ThaisaÕs 

hand. As the knights approach, Thaisa tells her father which kingdom each knight is from 

and what symbol and motto each knight bears. When she sees Pericles, she says, ÒHe seems 

to be a stranger, but his present is/ A withered branch thatÕs only green at top./ The motto, 

In hac spe vivo.Ó303 In the ensuing dialogue, Simonedes translates the motto as ÒÔIn that 

hope I live.Õ/ From the dejected state wherein he is/ He hopes by you his fortunes may 

flourishÓ and rebukes one of his lords who makes a disparaging comment about PericlesÕs 

appearance: ÒOpinionÕs but a fool, that makes us scan/ The outward habit for the inward 

man.Ó304 ThaisaÕs inability to recognize PericlesÕs origins, and SimonedesÕs point that to 
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judge him based on appearance, speak to PericlesÕs status as a refugee at this moment, and 

the idea of having no origin.  

Marina, in her own exile, conceals her origins. After being stolen by pirates at the 

moment that Leonine attempts to kill her on DionyzaÕs command, she is sold to a brothel 

in Myteline. She gains a reputation for being able to talk her way out of being raped through 

her virtuous words. The Bawd says ÒsheÕs able to freeze the god Priapus and undo the 

whole of generation.Ó305 In her first dialogue with Lysimachus, Lysimachus refers to the 

brothel as a Òhouse.Ó He says:  

Why this house 

Wherein thou livÕst is a receptacle 

Of all menÕs sins, and nurse of wickedness. 

How canst thou then be otherwise than naught  

That livÕst in it?306 

The BawdÕs comment directly ties sex to a generative act; LysimachusÕs comments tie sex 

to the space of the house. Marina lives in the house which is a ÒreceptacleÓ of ÒmenÕs sins,Ó 

which implicates the sex workers at the brothel as receptacles of menÕs sins/seed. His final 

question of how she can Òbe otherwiseÓ due to living there makes the connection explicit. 

Marina corrects him in her response: 

 My yet good lord, 

If there be fire before me, must I fly 

There straight and burn myself? Suppose this houseÐ 

Which too too many feel such houses areÐ 
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Should be the doctorÕs patrimony and 

The surgeonÕs feeding, follows it that I  

Must needs infect myself to give them maintenance?307  

MarinaÕs response highlights that the space in which she finds herself does not reflect her 

character. Similar to SimonedesÕs point that one should not judge the inner man by his 

outward appearance, MarinaÕs response to Lysimachus is that the space of the brothel does 

not signify who she is. She negotiates her exit from the brothel, and Gower in the opening 

to the next scene says she Òchances/ into an honest house, our story says.Ó308 Dowd points 

out that ÒThe spatial rhetoric of the scenes thus productively delimits her agency, as does 

the fact that her actions are put in service of decidedly conservative ends: her virtuous 

behavior helps propel and shape the playÕs trajectory leading toward marriage and dynastic 

continuity.Ó309 Dowd continues to highlight how MarinaÕs narrative Òoffer[s] an important 

counterpoint to PericlesÕ genealogical story. Although PericlesÕ paternal authority is 

eventually restored, the play repeatedly demonstrates that he is not able to control 

everything that happens to his family at all times.Ó310  DowdÕs point is one we can extend 

to Antiochus, who engages incest precisely because his tyrannous nature wants complete 

control of his family to the point that he replaces his wife with his daughter.  

 Further, Pericles and Marina represent two very different experiences of being 

refugees. Pericles is driven to Pentapolis by a storm, but when defending himself to 

SimonedesÕs purposefully false charge that he is a traitor, says 

My actions are as noble as my blood, 
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That never relished of a base descent.  

I came unto your court in search of honor, 

And not to be a rebel to your state; 

And he that otherwise accounts of me, 

This sword shall prove heÕs honourÕs enemy.311 

Pericles frames his journey as voluntary, rather than an accident of fate or nature. Further, 

his affront at anyone maligning his reputation is an active threat through his sword. 

SimonidesÕs aside refers to him ÒAs great in blood in I myselfÓ implying that he recognizes 

PericlesÕs own nobility.312  

MarinaÕs situation as a refugee, in comparison, forces her into a ÒbaseÓ space, 

where she must call upon her resistance to preserve her virginity. In author-GowerÕs 

narrative, she escapes the brothel to start a school. The original text tells us that with the 

Òwisdom of a clerkÓ she becomes so renowned as a teacher that Òal the lond unto hir 

secheth/ Of yonge wommen for to liere.Ó313 In the play, actor-Gower tells us that  

She sings like one immortal, and she dances 

As goddess-like to her admir•d lays. 

Deep clerks she dumbs, and with her neeÕle composes 

NatureÕs own shape of bud, bird, branch, or berry, 

That even her art sisters the natural roses. 

Her inkle, silk, twin with the rubied cherry, 

That pupils lacks she none of noble race, 
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Who pour their bounty on her, and her gain  

She gives the cursèd Bawd.314 

In both author-Gower’s text and in the play, Thaise/Marina’s escape from the brothel is 

facilitated by her ability to pass on her knowledge for profit, as she makes the brothel no 

profit sexually. Her time as a refugee is a time of production, where she transmits her skills 

to students. Yet, to Lysimachus, she is simply a “maid” to call upon to stir Pericles to 

speech at the end.315 He tells Helicanus that “She’s such a one that, were well I assured/ 

Came of a gentle kind or noble stock, I’d wish/ No better choice, and think me rarely 

wed.”316 Unlike the recognition that Simonides displays of Pericles’s blood, recognition of 

Marina only arrives after she reports her parentage. Once Pericles and Marina are united 

and in the Temple of Diana, Pericles himself elides Marina’s time at Myteline by saying 

that her “fortunes” brought her to his “barque” where she “made known herself” as his 

daughter.317 Similar to the dynamic highlighted by feminist translation scholars, Marina’s 

labor is elided in her return to her father. The play-text thus offers a resolution to the incest 

narrative at Antioch through the relationship of Pericles and Marina; yet their relationship 

is not how the play-text reflects itself as a translation. Dowd’s point is one we can extend 

to how we understand the relationship between author-Gower and actor-Gower.  

If actor-Gower is meant to imitate author-Gower, then the linear logic of 

reproduction holds. However, actor-Gower directs not only the narrative but the audience’s 

interpretation of it as well. Scene 15 opens with actor-Gower’s command to “Imagine 
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Pericles arrived at Tyre.Ó318 Gower continues to tell us that we must ÒleaveÓ the queen at 

Ephesus, and then tells the audience to Òbend your mindÓ to Marina who is in Tarsus.319 

Actor-GowerÕs opening monologue in this scene ends:  

The unborn event 

I do commend to your content, 

Only I carry wing•d Time 

Post on the lame feet of my rhyme, 

Which never could I so convey 

Unless your thoughts went on my way.320 

Gower here through his directives acts as Antiochus does. It is only through his will that 

we see the story unfold. Actor-Gower controls both place and time, turning the text into a 

polychronic and polyspatial setting. The where and when of the play is thus entirely 

mediated through the figure of actor-Gower. We are entirely at his mercy Ð like Antiochus, 

actor-Gower is one of ÒearthÕs godsÓ at this moment. Moreover, actor-GowerÕs control of 

time is clearly dependent on his text, as he carries Òwing•d Time/ Post on the lame feet of 

[his] rhyme.Ó Gower may be referring to the antiquated nature of his tale, and thus Òlame,Ó 

but his use of ÒfeetÓ also calls attention to the meter of his text. Further, he also implicates 

the audience, implying that successfully staging the play requires the audienceÕs 

Òthoughts,Ó or imaginations, being subject to his Òway,Ó or will. 

 

III. Comparative Readings 
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 Actor-GowerÕs presence most certainly reflects the potential for the past to 

transform the present. His very resurrection marks him as a temporal refugee, and addresses 

the audience in the first scene as those who are Òborn in these latter times,Ó asking them to 

Òaccept [his] rhymes.Ó321 Gower seems to occupy a temporal no-place. Kelly Jones, in her 

reading of actor-Gower as a liminal figure, says that  

the control Shakespeare exercises over the projected idea of Gower serves to 

demonstrate the synthetic construction of Gower as a literary authorÉ the actor 

who represents Gower with the appropriate material and performative modes of 

signification (costume, speech patterns) can exploit his power to represent both the 

play and the playÕs author by drawing attention to the characterÕs theatrical 

fabrication.322  

JonesÕs comments here allow us to firmly link the relationship between authors and texts 

to our discussion of incest. If the text is the consequence of the author, actor-Gower, in 

impersonating and potentially being transformed into author-Gower, disrupts that 

continuity, as his role is a product of ShakespeareÕs authorship. Moreover, if actor-Gower 

becomes author-Gower, perhaps we might consider how ShakespeareÕs play, as a 

consequence of author-GowerÕs narrative, turns the play into the medieval narrativeÕs 

consort. Understanding the relationship between the texts as incestuous perhaps leads us to 

a hauntology of the transmitted text. As Derrida writes, hauntology is ÒRepetition and first 

time, but also repetition and last time, since the singularity of any first time, makes of it 

also a last time. Each time it is the event itself, a first time is a last time.Ó323 Actor-Gower 
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is as much a repetition of author-Gower as he is an event unto himself Ð each performance 

of the play is an end in itself, a singularity, both first and last time. Similarly, DerridaÕs 

understanding of how Òeach time is the event itselfÓ reflects upon how we have thus far 

understood incest, as there cannot be a lineage of incest, because incest prevents lineage. 

Each incestuous encounter is a repetition of the one before it, but is its own entity because 

of the lack of product from the relationship. 

Incest, moreover, displaces the parentÕs role as the creator of future generations. 

Similarly, actor-Gower decenters how we understand the author as the creator. Jones 

considers the role of the author to be ÒunstableÓ in Pericles, as it is Òthe actor and his 

corporeal presenceÓ who Òperpetrates the somatic experience of storytelling through 

dramatic performance.Ó She continues to discuss how ShakespeareÕs fusion of  

literary, oral, and performance traditionsÉ decenters any stable notion of the 

ÔauthorÕ while foregrounding the theatricality and the dispersed loci of authorial 

ownership. It is important to remember that the play text was deeply entrenched in 

the theatrical praxis of the day as both a product and a producer of performance.324  

Jones believes that narrative power here is exercised through performance, making the 

performer the pen, rather than the playwright, further vexing the relationship between 

actor-Gower and Shakespeare. Moreover, JonesÕs consideration of the fusion of traditions 

resonates with the playÕs fusion of places and times. The problem of incestuous time here 

seems inherent in JonesÕs comments, as she refuses to allow Shakespeare to be seen as 

actor-GowerÕs creator and also does not consider actor-Gower as a replacement for author-
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Gower. If anything, Jones highlights the problem of mapping out the textual lineage from 

the Confessio to Pericles.  

JonesÕs understanding of synthesis of tradition reminds us what authorship was for 

author-Gower. She says that Gower was Òwriting in a culture where perhaps the literary 

and performative modes of storytelling were not so entirely disparate entities.Ó325 She 

continues to tell us that the story was Òan amalgamation of oral and textual sources.Ó326 

Moreover, JonesÕs comments also resonate with how Gower viewed his own authorship. 

The Confessio is an amalgamation of retold and translated tales from a classical past. 

Translation offered medieval authors writing in the vernacular a way in which they might 

differ from and understand their dependence on classical literature Ð to translate was to 

reinvent and repurpose, but also to preserve the echo of the original in the text.327 Moreover, 

Gower wrote in an era in which the understanding of the prestige and authority of Latin 

literature and language was nearly implicit. Thus, a text written in the vernacular 

considered in comparison with its classical roots should be regarded as both a translation 

and as an original work in its own right: it embodies the kind of polychronicity that we 

have read in actor-GowerÕs body, and is the locus where temporal interlacement becomes 

possible. Moreover, the authorÕs understanding of himself as both a producer and translator 

in such a text reflects his own understanding of his present and past as mutually 

informative, as the authorÕs intention is not only to assert his work as new, but also to 

understand himself in relation to his sources. Gower himself acknowledges the importance 
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of his sources, as we saw in the Prologue to the Confessio, but states his plan to write 

something new. When understood in relationship to actor-GowerÕs offer of Òwhat now 

ensuesÓ to the audienceÕs Òeye,Ó the relationship between the ÒnewÓ and the ÒnowÓ recalls 

a particularly English sense of authorship in the ways that it recalls medieval Gower.328 

Thus even as Gower is outsourced in time in order to be resurrected in Pericles, and turned 

into a potential God to outsource him from the earthly plain and allow him to act as the 

creator of his text, he is insistently English, collapsing the temporal distance that the play 

attempts to impose between the medieval and early modern, and the classical past and 

English present; his undisputable Englishness might even collapse the spatial distance 

between actor-GowerÕs living body on the stage and author-GowerÕs corpse at Southwark 

Cathedral. Further, Jones considers how contemporary performances have attempted to 

recreate the Òfusion of literary, oral, and performance cultureÓ through Ògeocultural 

appropriations of GowerÕs English medievalism,Ó and thus serve as a reminder of the ÒlossÓ 

of the synthesis between Òoral, literary, and performative storytelling in medieval and early 

modern English culture which Gower and Shakespeare were so much a part of.Ó329 JonesÕs 

consideration of cultural relocations in contemporary performance potentially reflect a 

moment where outsourcing Gower Ð both author and actor Ð becomes necessary in order 

to understand and recover him as English. 

JonesÕs work shows us how a generational linear time simply does not work when 

reading the temporal and productive relationships between the medieval and early modern, 

between author and actor, between texts, and even between England and not-England. The 

temporality of these relationships might even be incestuous. The play-text of Pericles itself 
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refuses to neatly solve the problem of incest through the scene where Pericles rediscovers 

Marina. Pericles, upon seeing his long-lost daughter, says, ÒMy dearest wife was like this 

maid.Ó330 The relationship between Pericles and Marina immediately seems to be reflective 

of the relationship between Antiochus and his daughter. After all, Pericles does not see his 

daughter, but his wife. Further, Pericles believes Marina to be dead, and her appearance 

here seems to be a moment of resurrection. Pericles questions her, and commands her to 

ÒReport thy parentage,Ó and a few lines later, ÒTell thy story.Ó331 He conflates 

understanding her familial line with her narrative, which reflects upon our discussion 

interestingly, as we have considered the ways in which the relationship between narratives 

can be incestuous. He then says, ÒIf thine considered prove the thousandth part/ Of my 

endurance, thou art a man, and I/ Have suffered like a girl.Ó332 Pericles identifies the 

possibility of how comparing narratives opens the potential for each narrative can be 

transformed. 

The mediation of the tale through actor-Gower affect how we consider him as an 

author in his own right. Helen Cooper, in her work on early modern representations of 

Gower, calls his directives Òan in-your-face insistence to the spectators that the play are 

watching is a fiction, not so much a play within a play but a story that takes physical 

form.Ó333 She continues, 

The audience is not even allowed to imagine that the stage represents real space: its 

function as imagined space is explicit. The imagination, furthermore, is in the first 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
330 Pericles 21.97. 
331 Pericles 21.119, 124. 
332 Pericles 21.125-7. 
333 Cooper 107. 



! 148 

instance GowerÕs Ð the figure who can conjure into being the occupants of his own 

brain Ð and only secondarily that of the audience.334 

The action in the text therefore signifies and is signified by Gower. CooperÕs comments 

reflect actor-Gower as both a father, in that as an author he produces the characters, and 

the Father, as he controls the world of the stage. Further, by understanding the play as a 

story which Òtakes physical formÓ through GowerÕs direction, Cooper highlights the way 

in which actor-Gower is conflated with a creator, meaning author-Gower, but perhaps is 

also aligned with the Creator. Actor-GowerÕs presence on the stage thus might reflect the 

potential for idolatry. 

The potential to see actor-Gower as an idol, making his audience an idolatrous 

community, is implicit in the ways that he exercises an authorial will in directing the play. 

The question becomes vexed when we consider the proximity of author-GowerÕs effigy to 

the playhouse. Author-GowerÕs effigy is in what was known as St. SaviourÕs Church in 

Southwark, now called Southwark Cathedral. R.F. Yeager, in his reading of the medieval 

in Pericles, writes that, ÒSt. SaviourÕs was the Ôtheatrical parishÕ: all the major Bankside 

theatres, including the Globe, resided within its bounds, and it served the religious needs 

of the dramatic community.Ó335 He continues to tell us that Shakespeare buried his brother 

at St. SaviourÕs in 1607. The tomb itself is a grandiose piece of architecture, 

commemorating not only the man but his work as well. GowerÕs head rests on his three 

major works: the Latin Vox Clamantis, the English Confessio Amantis, and the French 

Speculum Meditantis (or the Mirour de lÕOmme). The effigy casts Gower as a trilingual 

author. Yet, as one looks upon the tomb, one is able to see how GowerÕs corpse and corpus 
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are inextricable- one recalls the other. The presence of actor-Gower, therefore, complicates 

the idea of the corpse, as his presence on the stage not only recalls author-GowerÕs corpse 

but also participates in staging author-GowerÕs corpus as well. 

The bodies of actor-Gower and author-Gower thus signify each other in an endless 

circular loop. Actor-Gower, as a resurrection of author-Gower, perhaps prevents author-

Gower from actually dying, making author-GowerÕs presence immediate through the 

actorÕs representation on the stage; author-Gower, as the primogenitor of actor-Gower, still 

lives through actor-Gower. The temporality of the relationship between the two Gowers 

thus becomes potentially incestuous, as author-Gower produces and consorts with actor-

Gower. Actor-GowerÕs appearance on the stage thus reflects back upon DerridaÕs 

understanding of the relationship between the specter and the cadaver: Òthe cadaver is 

perhaps not as dead as the conjuration tries to delude us into believing. The one who has 

disappeared appears still to be there and his apparition is not nothing.Ó336 Actor-GowerÕs 

attempt to convince the audience of author-GowerÕs resurrection speaks to DerridaÕs 

understanding of spectrality, as he is not just an imitation of author-Gower; he is his own 

body, but his body is also author-GowerÕs body. Actor-Gower becomes simultaneously 

medieval and present in the text Ð his very body becomes a site of polychronicity, a 

veritable Christ figure through his resurrection. As the creator and controller of action, he 

possesses the narrative omniscience that is meant to be attributed to God. Incest, idolatry, 

and spectrality therefore speak to each other in the ways that all three hinder progress: 

incest prevents genealogical progress, idolatry prevents the progress of all signifiers to the 

one true God, and the specter stops the progression of death itself.  
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Actor-GowerÕs polychronic presence in the text thus problematizes how we 

understand the transmission of the narrative from the medieval to the early modern. Yeager 

tells us that performances over the last one hundred and fifty years have diminished, Òeither 

by transformation or excision, precisely those medieval elementsÓ which then removes the 

Òmoral cohesion that Shakespeare looked backward to find in medieval texts generally and 

specifically in GowerÕs.Ó337 I find that the play itself does not attempt to institute the same 

kind of moral cohesion that the Confessio is invested in. The Confessio as a whole is a 

moral enterprise, and the ÒTale of Apollonius of TyreÓ must give in to the ordering impulse 

by which the larger work is organized; however, the play, in the ways that GowerÕs body 

is both actor-Gower and author-Gower insists on the simultaneity of the medieval and early 

modern. YeagerÕs attempt to find the medieval in Pericles seems to reproduce a linear logic 

of textual transmission, where the new work can either supplant the original text, or the 

original can be preserved through the new work. 

Both author-Gower and Shakespeare disavow incest by outsourcing it to a classical 

past and to a location that is not England, in an attempt to perhaps not only displace the 

sin, but also the kind of ruler they attempt to portray through Antiochus. Jeanie Grant 

Moore, in her work on kinship and kingship in Pericles, says that the play Òcenters on a 

royal family in which the desire for children becomes an imperative dynastic needÓ and 

that AntiochusÕs incestuous relationship with his daughter is an act of abuse Òwhich 

destroys the patriarchyÉ [Antiochus] eliminates the possibility of his own legitimate 

posterity.Ó338 Further, the incest itself is driven by AntiochusÕs will. After Pericles 

discovers the relationship through the riddle, he says to Antiochus, ÒKings are earthÕs gods; 
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in their vice their lawÕs their will,/ And if Jove stray, who dares say Jove doth ill?Ó339 

Pericles identifies the idolatry latent in the presentation of this type of king. Outsourcing 

incest to Antioch, then, gains new valence when we consider the interplay of ÒAntiochusÓ 

with the antique, and how a time of incest affects how we understand textual transmission.  

PericlesÕs reference to Antiochus as a God foregrounds the troubling time of incest. 

AntiochusÕs prevention of succession demonstrates his aspirations to immortality. 

Constance Jordan, in her work on rulers and subjects in ShakespeareÕs romances, says, 

ÒIncest places the father in a position that, by confounding the order of generation, defies 

the human condition of living in time, and presumes a kind of timelessness, an immortality 

within history. It also denies inheritance.Ó340 Latent in JordanÕs argument is the fact that 

AntiochusÕs incest affects the nature of reproduction, and perhaps affects how we 

understand historical progression from father to child, from Gower to Shakespeare. 

Antiochus stops the progression of what might be considered Ònatural,Ó or generational, 

time through his relationship with his daughter. Jordan writes that Ògeneration always 

implies difference and hence also temporality and mortality.Ó341 AntiochusÕs refusal to 

submit to a normative chronology of succession reflects upon the relationship between 

actor-Gower and author-Gower. We might consider how actor-Gower as a Chorus figure 

also interrupts a linear chronology, and how the relationship between actor-Gower and 

author-Gower can be understood as incestuous as well. Comparing the riddle that 

Apollonius/Pericles must answer in the Confessio and in Pericles further illuminates the 

relationship between incest, time, and translation. 
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Conclusion and Future Directions 

 This project has attempted to demonstrate that focusing in on textual moments in 

GowerÕs work reveals productive tensions between the operations of language and the 

operations of cultural ideology. In reading Gower alongside contemporary language 

theorists, this project has aimed to demonstrate that Gower offers useful alternative 

formations of multilingualism at some moments, and is wholly resistant to other forms of 

multilingualism when they conflict with his ideological investments. Further, this project 

demonstrates the gaps in how contemporary readings of medieval texts conceive of 

multilingualism. By reading Gower with contemporary language theorists who also 

distinguish between the operations of language and the operations of cultural ideology, we 

can see where GowerÕs work offers alternative models of the operations of language, and 

where rethinking our contemporary reading practices allows us to recognize forms of 

multilingualism even as Gower resists those forms. 

 The justification for the question of why my focus is solely on Gower in a project 

about forms of multilingualism is partially captured by Tim William Machan in his recent 

essay, ÒGowerÕs LanguagesÓ: 

Early in his career Chaucer might have written some casual French lyrics, 

but there are only fifteen of those, and they are all brief. Charles dÕOrlŽans 

wrote as well in French and English, but not nearly as much as Gower. And 

while William Langland incorporated a good deal of Latin in Piers 

Plowman, much of it is quoted from somewhere else and, as important to 
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the poem as these quotations are, the number of Latin lines pales in 

comparison to the number of English ones.342 

Machan believes that GowerÕs Òattitude towards his multilingualismÓ is ÒflashierÓ than his 

contemporaries.343 However, I would go further and argue that GowerÕs multilingualism is 

not simply cosmetic or Òflashy,Ó but is built into his entire poetic identity and is key to the 

ways in which he theorizes language in his works. Jonathan Hsy, in the Coda to Trading 

Tongues, calls for Òa more circuitous outlook, an orientation that attends to the perpetual 

flow and exchange between languages, literatures, and peoples across timeÓ as opposed to 

Òthe development of distinctly national languages and literatures.Ó344 I would argue that a 

circuitous outlook should also be brought to analyzing the multilingualism of individual 

authors themselves, such as John Gower, particularly in terms of differentiating between 

their national identities and how their multilingual practice operates. In the case of Gower, 

we find that the operations of language shift between textual momentsÐ sometimes 

language is extremely central, and at other times, it is not. Attempting to build a stable or 

whole picture of his multilingual practice, particularly in the moments where the operations 

of language and the operations of ideology are in tension, inevitably fails to capture it. 

My focus on Gower is an attempt to rethink the relationship between his role as an 

ÒEnglishÓ author with his language practice, and attempt to draw attention to the ways in 

which contemporary formations of language ideology have influenced contemporary 

readings of his multilingualism. My project aims to provoke a reconceptualization of how 

we think about multilingualism, recognize when and where contemporary language 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
342 Machan (2017) 225. 
343 Ibid. 
344 Hsy 205, 204. 
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ideology is structuring our expectations of the operations of language, and revisit our 

unmarked assumptions about language and cultural identity. Further, my project aims to 

show that focusing in on textual moments of GowerÕs work serves to build a picture of his 

multilingualism that is more true to the operations of language, rather than the operations 

of language ideology. By distinguishing between his ideological investments and the 

operations of language at each of these textual moments, this project seeks to attend to the 

operations of language without succumbing to contemporary language ideologies. 

 Together, the four chapters present different models of unpacking forms of 

multilingualism against contemporary paradigms of language ideology. Each chapter 

challenges different formations of supposedly stable concepts about language. Moreover, 

each chapter presents a reading of a textual moment in GowerÕs work that stems from a 

critically self-aware stance of contemporary language ideology. Chapter One, in its focus 

on language and nation, exposes the fictionality of a language origin story; Chapter Two, 

in comparing medieval religious universality with contemporary linguistic universality, 

attempts to demonstrate the flaws in ideologies of univeralism; Chapter Three distinguishes 

between an anthropocentric authorial approach to language, and the possibilities of reading 

multilingually in order to dismantle that ideology; and Chapter Four problematizes the 

concept of a translation as a successor that comes from and wholly elides its source text. 

 By using the philological reading practices offered in the introduction, offered 

largely by scholars who are not working on English language history, each chapter exposes 

fictions of contemporary language ideology, whether it be the wholeness of language, the 

universality of language, or the humanness of language. The final chapter, in comparatively 

reading Pericles against its source text, demonstrates that Òtranslation,Ó too, as a stable 
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concept, can be complicated against its presupposed teleological generational time. The 

four chapters together offer different productive avenues into rethinking contemporary 

views of language by putting specific moments in GowerÕs work in conversation with 

language theorists. The project as a whole offers a glimpse into the multiple ways into the 

formations of and relationships between language and cultural identity by demonstrating 

some of the different forms that multilingualism can take. Further, the project as a whole 

offers a reconceptualization of the relationship of English to structures of multilingualism 

by centering contemporary language ideologies that guide our approaches to reading 

English texts. 

 This projectÕs investment in negotiating between GowerÕs multilingual practice at 

various textual moments in his works and contemporary reading practices that are 

conscious of the difference between the operations of language and the operations of 

contemporary language ideology has, by necessity, displaced Gower from his historical 

and cultural milieu in order to first, read him as a language theorist; and second, nuance 

the concept of multilingualism. Though much of this project has argued for a displacement 

of GowerÕs cultural and historical situatedness in order to arrive at a fuller understanding 

of different formations of multilingualism, particularly multilingualisms that are not guided 

by language ideologies, one future direction this project must take is one which more fully 

deals with the issue of dialect and space.345 Moreover, this project does not take into 

account GowerÕs French works, which further enriches the issues surrounding dialect. As 

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
345 For a comprehensive consideration of historical discussions of the development of Standard English, see 
Tim William MachanÕs ÒSnakes, Ladders, and Standard Language,Ó 54-77; for an excellent survey of space 
and dialect in Middle English, see Merja StenroosÕs ÒRegional Language and Culture: The Geography of 
Middle English Linguistic Variation,Ó 100-125. Both essays are in Imagining Medieval English: Language 
Structures and Theories, 500-1500, ed. Tim William Machan (2016).  
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Craig Bertolet writes, ÒInterest in GowerÕs use of French has risen as scholars have recently 

been reexamining the status of Anglo-French in late fourteenth-century EnglandÓ and that 

ÒScholars have begun promising work in examining how all of GowerÕs French works are 

responding to other French texts of the period.Ó346 The relationship between place and 

dialect, in both English and French, is one future direction this project must take in order 

to create a fuller picture of GowerÕs shifting linguistic practice. 

 This project must also use Gower as an entry point into thinking how other 

medieval authors theorize language. In developing the ideas introduced in Chapter Three, 

for example, Geoffrey Chaucer offers a useful comparative point into thinking about cross-

species linguistic communication in The House of Fame. Building on the concepts 

introduced in Chapter One, future directions should include other medieval authorial 

accounts of the Babel tower episode. Chapter Four should be developed with a much fuller 

exploration of performance as a form of translation, inclusive of the performance history 

of Pericles. 

 This project has hopefully served as a useful snapshot of how revisiting GowerÕs 

multilingualism can allow us to reconceptualize medieval multilingualism more broadly, 

and how a practice of critical self-awareness might allow us to recognize the gaps needed 

to be filled in theorizing multilingualism.  

  

!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!
346 Bertolet 322, 324. For more on GowerÕs French and conversations about dialect and French, see Martin 
J. Duffell and Dominique Billy, ÒFrom Decasyllable to Pentameter: GowerÕs Contribution to English 
Metrics,Ó Chaucer Review 38 (2004): 383-400; Ardis Butterfield, ÒFrench Culture and the Ricardian 
Court,Ó in Essays on Ricardian Literature in Honour of J.A. Burrow, eds. A.J. Minnis, Charlotte C. Morse, 
and Thorlac Turville-Petre (1997); Richard Inghham, The Transmission of Anglo-Norman: Language 
History and Language Acquisition (2012); Ingham, ed., The Anglo-Norman Language and its Contexts 
(2010); Jocelyn Wogan-Browne et al., eds, Language and Culture in Medieval Britain: The French of 
England, c. 1100-1500 (2009). 
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