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Careful study of literary endings—particularly of works which may survive in fragments or had been left intentionally fragment-like—must challenge easy assumptions about either authorial intentionality or the essential autonomy of the literary text. When the works are six hundred years old, their reception and interpretation will inevitably be affected by whatever generalizations declare about how things were or were not done “back then.”  Medievalists, especially, have a heightened sensitivity to the condescending ways later critics and readers can delimit the imaginative possibilities of an earlier period.  Even when not motivated by ideological rejection of antecedent values and virtues, views of the past often narrow the range available to its artists and thinkers, and what is not available can never, of course, be attained.  On the other hand, later readers of an earlier culture, even one represented by demonstrably nuanced and varied works like those of Chaucer, must avoid an easy retrojection of modern sensibilities and fashions. A critic of, say, late-medieval English literature, will wisely avoid appearing to validate its masterpieces only by the degree to which they evidence an incipient modernism or premature postmodernism.  

Rosemarie McGerr, while almost preternaturally aware of both these pitfalls for her project, has contributed a sanely informed, persuasive, and (I will add) long-overdue case for Chaucer’s Open Books.  Hers is not, of course, the first voice to suggest that “references to closure in Geoffrey Chaucer’s poems often lead instead to resolution” (1), but the range of her study, the sophistication of her theoretical positions, and their historical grounding in medieval rhetoric and poetics should markedly advance discussion of Chaucer’s practice and its theoretical underpinnings and implications for modern readers.  Even if it will not necessary convince all the skeptics,  the book certainly achieves the end its author set for herself: “to challenge the common perception of medieval literature in general as rigidly closed” (2). 


Guillaume de Machaut’s “Ma fin est ma commencement” is not merely an apropos contemporary text for a discussion of Chaucer’s works; it also highlights the historical fact of quite sophisticated self-consciousness about formal structures and, particularly, about the end(s) of literary creations(s) that are usually denied works of the Middle Ages.  For the most part, only genuinely fragmentary medieval works invite modern readers to invent the sorts of “open” texts that Eco and others characterize as uniquely modern.  Fragments may liberate readers from the “text”—but some fragments may have been intentionally left as fragments!  What then?  If Chaucer’s were instances of the latter, can we find in his other works (or in others of his period) validation of similar, if less overt, resistance to closure?  Rosemarie McGerr’s book should convince most literary critics that Chaucer’s—and not uniquely his—works stand in a well-established line of literary creations that complicate the idea and form of ending literary texts well before the beginnings of anything we might today comfortably call “modern.”  If in some quarters the end of the Middle Ages seems to be creeping toward 1798 (or thereabouts), then the uniquely modern openness of Chaucer’s works should cause the beginning of the Modern to push its way back to Ricardian England.  

Some Chaucerians and other medievalists who have thought about these matters will find much of what she proposes easy to accept, indeed already well established; but she will nonetheless deserve our gratitude for making the case in such pellucid and sustained fashion, so that even those who are not specialists in pre-modern texts can benefit from her persuasive enterprise.  By addressing, on the one hand, medieval rhetorical and aesthetic (and philosophical) conditions of “open texts” and, on the other, by knowledgeably taking up our contemporary theorizing about the formal and historical dimensions of such works, McGerr effectively examines the foundations for categorical positions that routinely continue to relegate the Middle Ages to the realms of backward, unsophisticated, and authoritarian discourse.  Choosing Chaucer as the locus for this reconstruction of these assumptions is, of course, not surprising.  But the sustained examination of nearly his entire canon and her careful detailing of the consistency, and variety, of the many “open texts” he produced accumulate a weight that cannot easily be ignored, nor dismissed as merely her own angle of vision, her reading of Chaucer.  By grounding so much of her argument firmly in medieval theory about, and practice of, closure—and of the necessary relation of such formal considerations to “meaning”—she moves beyond the subjective interpretations of the reader to something approximating the probabilities of authorial intention.  Acknowledging that the latter must always remain, finally, undemonstrable, we can after reading this book admit that the weight of textual evidence favors, in Chaucer’s case at least, an extremely high probability that he favored “open” works which leave to his readers—his informed readers—the duty of providing the closure he proleptically, if ambiguously, proposes in the words he has left us.


McGerr’s study takes us, after her introduction and a formidable first chapter, seriatim through Chaucer’s major poems in the accepted chronological order—BD, HF, PF, Troilus, LGW—and ending with the CT, primarily the Retractions (followed by a brief Conclusion).  There are recurrent topics and themes, but the chapters can also stand as separate studies of individual works and so have an independent usefulness as critical interpretations of the poems.  What is lost, however, in this form of presentation is any sense of Chaucer’s having developed or changed, though there are clear differences among the various “endings” of these works.  Though arranged chronologically, the chapters present a rather atemporal, undynamic picture of this artist at work with the problems of ending.  

The Int
roduction (1-13) provides a fine survey of modern critical and theoretical studies of open and closed form, surveying the state of the question in Chaucer studies and in more modern literary fields.  In the latter, she summarizes quite efficiently and well the standard modern views found in Frank Kermode, Barbara Herrnstein Smith, Robert M.Adams and Umberto Eco. The latter’s (rather surprising, I feel) failure to acknowledge the possibility of open works in the Middle Ages, she suggests, may be laid to the dominant role of Dante in his Middle Ages.  McGerr is quite (rightly!) critical of studies which tend to homogenize the Middle Ages on the basis of one or another master work, or, worse, as a rather undifferentiated “other” which stands only in a negative relation to what the critic values.  Even learned medievalists can fall into the former trap, while the latter was the characteristic stance of the Renaissance—and of those who follow it in inventing the preceding thousand years as (more or less) dark and unmodern.

The introduction articulates a useful connection–as well as a clear (and necessary) distinction—between “ends” (i.e., intentions, causes, goals, purposes) and “endings” (the formal linguistic and rhetorical conventions of closure).  Furthermore, these dynamic and fruitful relationships define “end(ing)s” as lying at the core of reading as a heuristic and hermeneutic enterprise.  

Chapter 1 (“Open and Closed Poetics in the Middle Ages”: 14-43) is a reworking of her earlier (1989) Exemplaria article, with some expansion of the theoretical issues and, especially, a useful examination of additional late-medieval French works which may have been directly available to Chaucer.  An excellent survey of medieval “closure” and “inconclusiveness” from the perspective of well-established rhetorical and poetic traditions, the chapter presents the fundamental features of medieval conventions and principles of “ending” from Cicero and Cassiodorus to Geoffrey of Vinsauf, John of Garland, and Brunetto Latini.  In addition to the artes poeticae, she also considers (more briefly) what dictaminal and preaching manuals can tell us about the expectations and practices of closure.  Complementing the survey of the artes, she examines the practices of lyric poets and musicians and pays particular attention to two distinct genres that sometimes are explicit in their “lack of closure”: the debate poem (altercatio,  conflictus) and demande d’amour.  Guillaume de Machaut and Jean de Meun, two poets well known to Chaucer, are invoked to raise our awareness of the kinds absences or omissions one might be induced to consider conscious and intended avoidance of closure in a literary culture so rich in defining its goals and its techniques.

While she makes good (if not long-sustained) use of analogies and interrelations between poetry and music (25ff), some would welcome a fuller examination of  this context for our understanding of Chaucer’s artistry and formal practices.  Machaut clearly offers a direct link to Chaucer, but more might usefully have been made of formal issues in the broad musical culture, which Wilkins and Wimsatt have made available for the study and appreciation of Chaucer. Useful considerations germane to these formal aspects of closure could, no doubt, also have been adduced from philosophical (as Sklute’s earlier book did) or pictorial arts. 

There would have been additional benefit to be gained from a more reflective discussion of her crucial term “resistance,” which unfortunately McGerr does not devote much space to examining.  Terms (or ideas) like “lack,” “omission,” “avoidance,” “ambiguity,” and “resistance” could all have been acceptable nouns preceding “of closure” in her subtitle, but they carry distinct and important nuances that deserve some greater and direct acknowledgment than they receive. McGerr too quickly, I think, attributes active “resistance” to occasions where one might imagine less self-consciously active relations between the achieved “ending” and the canons of firm closure.  She might usefully have advanced her cause with some readers by engaging in more extended and direct discourse about something like this range of lexical possibilities.  This is not, I quickly add, to say that I do not fully agree with the underlying hypothesis she proposes, but rather that the enterprise on which she is engaged—to convince skeptics and those who would confidently and categorically assert that no medieval works would qualify as “open”—would be better served by a more extensive approach, one that would at least conceive of other possibilities than downright “resistance.”  There are reasonable alternatives that she should have engaged more substantively.

 The following chapter (“From Vision to Revision in the Book of the Duchess”: 44-60) initiates the independent close reading of Chaucer’s major texts.  Her main point is that “the formal closure of the poem’s frame runs counter to the sense of inconclusiveness that [readers] feel at the end of the dream” (45).  Her argument does a subtle job of interrelating the various levels of this poem, makes insightful points about the similarities and differences between the characters and situations of the dreamer and the Black Knight, and effectively sums up Chaucer’s intertextual relations with Machaut’s two Jugements.  She persuasively identifies “the dialectic of closure and continuity” (56) at the end of BD, and concludes that the poem “works toward . . . a revision of the dream vision genre . . . by revealing the inaccessibility of absolute closure in the mortal world” (60).  The effect of this is to encourage “the reader to undertake the continuous revision of incomplete understanding that brings us closer to a revelation of the truth” (60).

Two matters call for comment.  First, erecting an argument upon the pun on “hart/heart” unnecessarily limits the reach of the poem. Can we not include a third meaning, since ME “hert” may also mean “hurt,” and the search (and remedy) provided in this poem is for the hurt that produces sorrow and grief at great loss.  The psychology of both Dreamer and Man in Black does not focus only on “desire”; it also is centrally a discovery and recognition of pain and sorrow inflicted by sharp loss, and it is one of the achievements of the poem to identify the unavoidable reality that the consolation for such “hurt” can be achieved through acknowledging it to another, and therefore to one’s self also.


Second, McGerr makes good use of the “hunt” motif as a model for reading this poem.  But all hunts don’t result in the achievement of their goal, the capture or killing of the quarry.  The reach frequently exceeds the grasp.  The various hunt(s) in this poem are all frustrated (though perhaps only literally): they have no firmly punctuating “close.”  The death that occurs here, in fact, is at the beginning of the hunt, though not discovered until the end, and so from the outset the expectation of closure is likely to be frustrated unless, like Orpheus/Orfeo, the hero can achieve a transit to the otherworld.  There are otherworlds in BD, but they are those of distant long castles and other books. Yet they may well offer sufficient consolation to the man in black, and the narrator.  And, as McGerr’s core argument (55-57) makes abundantly clear, an author’s resisting closure directly empowers readers, indeed requires their active engagement in shaping the meaning of the work.  One could fairly characterize Chaucer as a particularly astute teacher of “critical thinking.”

In Chapter 3 (“Turning Dreams to Good in the House of Fame”: 61-78), McGerr argues that this poem is “intentionally inconclusive rather than unfinished” (61). While such an argument is certainly credible, it is striking that she doesn’t raise the possibility that the present ending may not have been Chaucer’s intended conclusion until the beginning of the next chapter (79).  This means that much of the chapter’s argument depends on our accepting its opening axiomatic assertion, and there will be some who would need more evidence—even if a “growing number of readers” have come to the same conclusion.  

The chapter provides exceptionally good analysis of verbal echoes to make the point, as she has earlier in discussing BD and various rhetorical manuals, that such repetitions function as particularly effective means of erecting formal expectations which can be satisfactorily invoked to reinforce a feeling of closure. She effectively invokes this linguistic evidence as a guide to Chaucer’s formal shaping of the ending of the poem, and presents (65-7) a useful discussion of the version of the Aeneid in Book 1 of HF.  She concludes by describing the “implications of the circular structure of the poem” as pointing to the imminent arrival of “someone who seems to be a ‘man of gret auctoritee’” and as a “reminder of the ambiguity in the conclusions of the first two books of the poem, as well as at the end of the opening proem”(77).  His appearance, however, (even should it actually occur) “will not guarantee the truth of his words, since the poem has emphasized the distance between human words and the authoritative Logos” (77).   To this point I follow her argument comfortably, but I remain unclear of the exact force of  her concluding remarks about the “silence” of  “multiple voices” (78)—except perhaps as a transitional link to the topic of the next chapter, where the issue is more germane.


In that chapter (“The Many Voices of the Parliament of Fowls”: 79-95), McGerr examines the poem’s “polyvocalic poetics”(79), which lead her into discussion of Bakhtinian “dialogism” and an extended analysis of “Merciles Beaute” and other lyrics.   Taking up PF itself, she points out (83) that, like hunts and dreams, parliaments are repeatable events whose endings (especially if unsatisfactory) portend successor occasions.  They are provisional and final, and this is “a poem about the difficulty of achieving one’s desired end—and idea the poem explores in reference to reading, loving, writing, and living in general” (85).  Despite its formal closure, this poem emulates the circularity of its own concluding roundel, offering “circular structures to underscore the lack of closure inherent in our pursuit of complete understanding” (95).  The point is further underlined by a continued contrast with the “more closed view of love” (94) espoused by one of its “sources,” the Somnium Scipionis, and McGerr makes good use of the similarities between reading and dreaming as modes of “progress.”


I am a bit surprised at her characterizing the poem as “an illustration of  the illusory quality of closure”(94) which seems to suggests she is thinking of real closure as somehow single or simple (a view she rejects earlier: 54-55).  Wouldn’t “provisional” have been a better adjective than “illusory”?  Such a substitute adjective would better function “to inspire questions rather than giving answers,” and certainly a reader’s realization that his “vision” does not provide “access to definitive conclusions”(95) may be more encouraged by discovering that what has been reached is provisional rather than illusory.


Chapter 5 (“Meaning and Ending in Troilus and Criseyde”: 96-118 ) revises her 1992 in R. A. Shoaf’s collection of essays on Troilus.  She argues that, through its “almost parodic ‘piling on’ of traditional medieval closure devices,” the “poem’s conclusion [is at once] conventional but inconclusive” and this “ending mirrors the ambiguities in the rest of the work”(96).  Her discussion of the ways “meaning relates to ending” (97) produces extended reflections on lexical terms associated with ME “rede,” “mene” and “ende,” and concludes that the “change in perspective on Troilus’s experiences seems incongruent with what has come before, for this ending tries to erase the ambiguities about means and ends and the tensions between amor and caritas that generate questions throughout the poem” (117).  “[T]he effect of the narrator’s concluding admonitions is to make us feel acutely the tension between earthly and heavenly perspectives” (118).  

In Chapter 6 (“Sentence and Significance in the Legend of Good Women”: 119-130), she raises directly and at once (as she hadn’t in her discussion of HF) the question whether the final line “This tale is seyd for this conclusioun” is as “most readers have assumed” simply “the last line in the best surviving manuscripts” rather than Chaucer’s intended conclusion (119).  Siding with Goddard and, more recently, Rowe, McGerr holds that “this line leaves the work in a state of ‘finished incompletion’ that reflects the human condition” (119).  This, she argues, “suggests that a major portion of the poem’s significance arises from the tension between the monologic discourse of the tales and the poem’s ultimate resistance to traditional forms of closure”(123).    And she asserts that “the references to conclusioun set up a parallel between the narrator’s tyrannical treatment of his sources and the poem’s depiction of manipulation of women by treacherous men” (127).  Following Peter Allen, she argues that this dynamic struggle, versions of which she has seen in other poems, “encourages us to read more actively, to interpret the text on our own terms, so that ‘we are no longer victimized, like the poem’s women’” (127).   

The discussion of the LGW focuses, appropriately, on the final Legend of Hypermnestra, but further consideration of the endings of the other legends might have reinforced, or sophisticated even more, the persuasive argument she is proposing.  A similar criticism could be applied to the following chapter, “Opening the Book and Turning the Page in the Canterbury Tales” (131-153).  This reworking of her important Comparative Literature (1985) article, to which she has added a lengthy new concluding section (146-53) that significantly extends (and deepens) the discussion.  The chapter concentrates, however, on little more than the so-called Retractions.  The extended comparison/connection between Chaucer’s Retractions and Augustine’s remains very useful; but the discussion of Fragment VII, especially of NPT, (which was not in earlier article) is an important addition.

A more sustained examination of the endings of other tales and fragments of the CT might have been equally rewarding.   Especially since McGerr so usefully invokes other parts of, for example, HF in erecting her argument and since she elsewhere found verbal (and thematic) repetition indicative of the skeletal structures of other poems and useful in determining the formal expectations for the poems’ closure, it is a little disappointing that she adduces so little of the rest of the CT in this chapter. She individualizes most of Chaucer’s works, but not CT—or at least not its constituent components.  Probably the weakest aspect of the book, in my judgement, is its underplaying the individual tales and Fragments of CT and what they can teach us about Chaucer’s attitude toward endings.  (The same point could be made of the specific tales in LGW.)


McGerr makes much of echoes in Ret of ParsPro (and of a few other parts of CT), but she does not acknowledge any real doubts about the status of the Ret. as the intended conclusion to CT.  Granted, such doubts are not widespread, but at least Charles Owen’s recent textual arguments.  If the ParsT (and Ret) is not Chaucer’s intended close of the CT, as persuasive a case might be made for the ParsPro’s promise of authoritative ending in the prospective tale by the Parson as the one she makes for the HF’s “man of gret auctorite.”  For someone who is elsewhere so sensitive to layered voices and competing forces in these texts, her reading of the Ret remarkably homogenizes the voices of Parson, Narrator, Poet, and  Man.  

It has to be admitted, finally, that echoes can exist across the boundaries of works as well as within a single work.  Distinguishing convincingly between such intertextual events and their intratextual cousins is probably impossible.  If, for example, the work we know as the Parson’s Tale were a separate treatise (like the Astrolabe or Boece) in the Chaucer canon, nothing would prevent it from having the sort of echoes with portions of the CT that so many have noted.  If Troilus can be very usefully read against Boece, the same may be said of CT and this penitential double-treatise.  Having those echoes resonate between two autonomous texts must necessarily produce very different interpretations and conclusions than would be occasioned if they occur within the same “book.”  In other words, echoes finally may not prove that passages are part of a single work; they may indicate their author’s conscious, or unconscious, repetition of ideas, opinions, phrases, and her assertion (149), that such echoes and resonances are somehow necessarily “structural” goes too far.

The book’s brief “Conclusion”(154-57) generalizes the persuasive argument of this compact study: “Resistance to closure in Chaucer’s poems …. involves both a refusal to privilege a single point of view on an issue as authoritative and a challenge to readers to recognize their roles as interpreters”(155).  His “impulses toward polyvocality” and “subversion of closure”(155) may play a “larger role in Chaucer’s narrative poems than in those of any other medieval poem”(157), and therefore offer a challenge to the continuing stereotyping of medieval literature as categorically “closed.”  This should require the reconsideration of the existing generalizations of modern critical theory, and may also require literary historians to reconsider, for instance, whether Shakespeare (and perhaps others) were influenced specifically by Chaucer’s treatment of closure(157).  These are by no means unimportant challenges, and it is the achievement of this book—whatever one’s disagreements with any particular parts of it—that in the end they are the unambiguous and forceful “conclusioun” of its sophisticated argument.

The book is well produced and carefully edited.  It is therefore surprising to find Sheila Delany’s name repeatedly misspelled “Delaney” and to find the CT a “poem” (135).  On a more substantive matter, I found the mentions of gender(e.g., 34-7, 38-9, 66-7, 92, 102ff, 156) not well integrated into the main discussion. If its relevance warrants such repeated mention (as it very well may), it clearly deserves more sustained examination and discussion.  Otherwise, the repeated mentions may seem little more than fashionable gestures rather than part of a serious argument.  


For its theoretical sophistication, its cogent arguments, and its careful reading of Chaucer, this book clearly deserves to be in the hands of established scholars and beginning graduate students.  The interpretations of the various works will not, perhaps, win all from their own views, but they deserve critical reading and articulate reaction.  But the book’s main purpose, to challenge presumptions about open form in late medieval literature and theory, has been forcefully achieved.  By opening up that too long closed compartment, Rosemarie McGerr has moved forward our understanding, and changed the terms of our future discussions of these matters.

