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Preface

The papers assembled in this volume go back to a seminar that the two editors
organised at the 14th Conference of the European Society for the Study of English
(ESSE) held from August 29 to September 2, 2018 at the Masaryk University in
Brno, Czech Republic. The seminar was entitled “Blunders and other deviations
from manners and politeness: Literary and linguistic approaches”. In the spirit of
ESSE, a European federation of national associations devoted to English studies,
we wanted to bring together linguists and literary scholars to share their ideas in
an interdisciplinary effort to explore a common topic in the history of the English
language, and it was our aim to approach the concept of manners, in the sense of
polite or well-bred social behaviour, by focusing on deviations from such behav-
iour, in particular blunders and other transgressions.

Needless to say that the relevant concepts in this endeavour have undergone
considerable changes over the centuries, which makes it difficult to pinpoint our
object of investigation with any kind of certainty. The investigations in this vol-
ume are, therefore, based on two important assumptions. First, we assume that
these changes have been - by and large - gradual, that is to say today’s concept of
manners and blunders may be quite different from their counterparts in the Late
Middle Ages, but they are somehow related through a long series of steps and de-
velopments. These steps and developments need not have been linear and very di-
rect, but there is still a family resemblance that combines the concepts across time.
And second, a volume such as this - or indeed a much larger volume - cannot pos-
sibly claim to cover this history in anything like a comprehensive manner. What
we can offer is no more than a few particularly fascinating highlights along the
way. The papers assembled here go back to the Late Middle English period with
studies of a fourteenth-century Middle English retelling of an Anglo-Norman ro-
mance and Geoftrey Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women. One paper is specifically
devoted to blundering characters in Shakespeare’s plays, while five papers are
partly or entirely devoted to data taken from the eighteenth century, which stands
out as particularly interesting and exciting in the development of manners in the
history of English. In fact, there appears to be some evidence that it was during
this century that good manners were no longer seen as an unmitigated reflection
of a good character and vice versa, but as a code of behaviour that was potentially

printed on 2/10/2023 5:17 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conlterns-of -use



VIII

Manners, Norms and Transgressions in the History of English

EBSCChost -

useful to cover up whatever was underneath. Of the remaining three papers, one
is devoted to Lewis Carroll’s Alice Books published in the nineteenth century and
two are devoted to very recent sources, the television comedy drama Doc Martin,
and J. K. Rowling’s Harry Potter Books.

The authors are linguists or literary scholars, and their roots can generally
be discerned in the specific discourses that they adopt in these paper, but all of
them - in the spirit of interdisciplinary cooperation - have taken extra care to
build bridges and to make their arguments approachable, intelligible and indeed
beneficial for the other side, too.

We thank all our contributors for their willingness to embark on this interdis-
ciplinary adventure as well as for their patience and cooperation in view of mul-
tiple requests for revisions and mutual understandability. We thank a number of
anonymous reviewers who have helped us in improving the overall quality of this
volume, and, last but not least, we thank Noora Kumpulainen in Helsinki and Anja
Leu in Zurich for their help in desk editing and proof-reading the contributions.

Andreas H. Jucker and Irma Taavitsainen, March 2020
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Manners, norms and transgressions

Introduction

Irma Taavitsainen and Andreas H. Jucker
University of Helsinki / University of Zurich

In this volume we focus on different types of manners, norms and their trans-
gressions. One kind of transgression can be called “blunders” and deals with
violations of accepted behaviour, conduct or manners. A second kind draws
more attention to language use in interpersonal communication with violations
of pragmatic principles or breaking the norms of appropriate writing styles. In
this introduction, we first outline the change in the appropriation of manners
in different periods discussed in this book. We then proceed to the theoretical
background and suggest an overall line of diachronic changes. Our approach
falls at the interface between language and literature, which is discussed before
the chapter summaries.

Keywords: manners, norms, transgressions, politeness, history of politeness,
language history, diachrony

1. Introduction

The gate of New College, Oxford, is adorned with a phrase ascribed to its founder,
William of Wykeham (1324-1404): “Manners makyth man”. Wykeham was Bishop
of Winchester and Chancellor of England and, in addition to New College (1379),
he founded New College School (also 1379) and Winchester College (1382).
According to the slogan on the college gate, manners is considered a fundamental
quality and, indeed, the essence of human nature. But what exactly does the term
entail? According to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word is a borrowing from
French and first attested in English in the thirteenth century. In its plural form
and the sense most likely intended here, it occurs in 1225 in the Ancrene Riwle
referring to “a person’s habitual behaviour or conduct; morals” (OED, 3rd edition,
s.v. manner, sense 4.a). William of Wykeham’s formulation implies the idea that
a person’s morality is reflected in their everyday behaviour. The outward conduct

https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.312.01taa
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was a direct expression of a person’s inner self and there was no difference between
the behaviour of a person and their moral integrity.

This stands in contrast to how today manners are often seen as the surface of
a person’s behaviour, the outward polish that is not necessarily related to what lies
underneath. Table manners come to mind with their intricate rules of how to use
the cutlery and where to put it when not using it, how to sit at the table, who to
talk to and not to use your mobile phone while eating. The reasons given for such
rules are concerned with making others comfortable or avoiding embarrassment.!

The Oxford English Dictionary defines this sense of the term manners as “a
person’s social behaviour or habits, judged according to the degree of politeness or
the degree of conformity to accepted standards of behaviour or propriety” (OED,
3rd edition, manner, sense 6.a). This sense can also be seen in the many etiquette
books on the market today with evocative titles such as Miss Manners Rescues
Civilization: From Sexual Harassment, Frivolous Lawsuits, Dissing and Other
Lapses in Civility (Martin 1996). It is noteworthy that the title emphasises the ways
in which one should not behave and manners are defined negatively as not misbe-
having. The cover blurb reinforces that impression.

From athletes who shout obscenities on national television to surgeons who blast
their favorite music while operating, from gang members who kill those who’ve
“dissed” them to mourners who treat funerals casually, we trample over the rights
of others in a savage pursuit of individual agendas. We have cashed in etiquette
(yes, the “E word”) for a generous helping of self-importance, and the exchange is
crippling our ability to function as a civil society. (Martin 1996: cover blurb)

It seems to be a very long way from William of Wykeham to Miss Manners, and
it begs the question at what point in the history of English manners and morality
came to be dissociated. When did manners become a smooth veneer that hides
what lies hidden below the surface?

The papers in this volume provide some fascinating snapshots along the way
of this development, and they take deviations or transgressions as an object of
analysis using mainly linguistic tools to probe deeper into their realisation pat-
terns and functions. People have always been quick to criticise others for a lack of
manners or more generally for their deviations from expected norms of behaviour
or language use, and such criticism often helps the analyst to reconstruct what
these expected norms were. Needless to say, the discourse on proper and improp-
er ways of behaviour is not a straightforward indication of how people actually

1. See for instance https://www.gentlemansgazette.com/table-etiquette-guide-informal-dining-
manners/ (accessed August 10, 2019).
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behaved, but it stands to reason that people only criticised behaviour as improper
if at least some people actually engaged in that kind of behaviour.

Our history of English begins with the late medieval period with its differ-
ent cultural context and its completely different modes of literary production and
transmission. The mode of delivery was mainly oral as storytelling was a fash-
ionable pastime in courtly environments and extant written versions are often an
outcome of joint efforts by multiple authors. The “alterity” [‘otherness’] of the early
periods is a sum of various deviant features (see Jauss 1979 and 2005). Our mod-
ern understanding of early literature is formed by the written traditions. It involves
several paradigm changes, e.g. plural authorship gave way to singularity, texts be-
came perceived as units instead of open-ended works that could be extended or
cut down as needed, and were increasingly attributed to authors and were no lon-
ger anonymous. The question of significance and meaning surpasses the original
communicative features. Early literature has validity even today as cultural docu-
mentation, although modern readers must make a learning effort to comprehend
the aesthetic charm of the past and appreciate its special features, not least for
language change as seen in semantic changes or preferred styles, for instance.

Our focus in this volume is mainly on transgressions from norms and on the
meta-discourse about transgressions. We explore the many ways in which textual
comments on transgressions reveal insights about what were considered to be the
norms of proper behaviour and good manners. This means that the focus of the
papers in this volume is squarely on a first-order perspective of relevant terms and
concepts. Chapters in this volume investigate the different ways in which people
talked about manners, norms and transgressions without imposing second-order
definitions onto the data under analysis. We have more to say on this distinc-
tion in Section 2, where we also talk about the three waves of politeness theory.
In Section 3, we will explore the diachronic development of the term manners,
and its intricate relationship to some related terms, such as civility and politeness.
Section 4 will be devoted to the question of how analytical tools can be used to
study transgressions of norms in historical contexts. In Section 5, we will give a
brief overview of the papers assembled in this volume. They are written by schol-
ars who generally identify themselves either as linguists or as literary specialists,
but in the papers in this volume the dividing line is less clear: both literary and
non-literary data are dealt with in the volume, and the perspectives are combined
as a whole, and each individual paper deals with the interface between language
and literature, at least to some extent.
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2. Three waves of politeness theory

Within politeness theory, there is a well-established tradition to distinguish be-
tween first-order concepts and second-order concepts (see in particular Watts, Ide
& Ehlich 1992: 3; Watts 2003; and Kasper 2003). First-order concepts are those that
members of a speech community use to talk about politeness and interaction, for
instance. They argue whether some specific type of behaviour is polite or not, they
admonish others to be polite in certain ways, or complain about the lack of polite-
ness. This is described as the discursive struggle for politeness. People may differ
in their opinions as to what constitutes politeness and what should be described
as impolite or rude behaviour. These are the hallmarks of first-order politeness. A
study of first-order concepts in this sense provides an ethnographic view of how
a speech community deals with a particular concept. Second-order concepts, on
the other hand, are defined by scholars as analytical tools and in order to delimit
as precisely as possible the phenomenon under analysis. The scholars who intro-
duced this distinction were generally unanimous in their opinion that politeness
studies should primarily concern themselves with first-order politeness or polite-
ness, as it was also called. Second-order politeness, or politenessz, was considered
to be artificial and derivative. Watts argued particularly forcefully for this position.

A theory of politeness, should concern itself with the discursive struggle over
politeness , i.e. over the ways in which (im)polite behaviour is evaluated and
commented on by lay members and not with ways in which social scientists lift
the term ‘(im)politeness’ out of the realm of everyday discourse and elevate it to
the status of a theoretical concept in what is frequently called Politeness Theory.

(Watts 2003: 9)

The distinction helps to distinguish between the earlier approaches to the study
of politeness in the wake of Brown and Levinson’s (1987) ground-breaking work.
Brown and Levinson had provided a relatively precise but also rather narrow defi-
nition of politeness that focused mainly on the mitigation of so-called face-threat-
ening acts. Recently this has been called “the first wave of politeness theory” (e.g.
Grainger 2011 and Culpeper 2011; see also Culpeper & Hardaker 2017 and Jucker
2020: Chapter 1). Politeness was seen as a strategy to mitigate face-threatening
acts, and the analytical focus centred on these strategies. Particular linguistic forms
were analysed as being especially useful for the purpose of face-threat mitigation
and, therefore, particularly polite. Initially this approach focused exclusively on
polite behaviour but some early work using the same framework focused on what
was seen as the flipside of politeness, i.e. impoliteness (e.g. Culpeper 1996).

The second wave grew out of criticism of Brown and Levinson’s work and ad-
vocated a broadening of the perspective away from a unique focus on face-threat
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mitigating strategies to a more comprehensive analysis of the interaction between
speaker and addressee including not only polite and impolite behaviour but also
the unmarked middle ground between the two (e.g. Eelen 2001; Mills 2003; Watts
2003; Locher & Watts 2005). Linguistic forms, it was argued, do not have inherent
politeness (or impoliteness) values. Such values are always discursively negotiated
in the course of interaction between the conversationalists. The second wave also
criticised the first wave’s reliance on scholarly definitions of what the term “po-
liteness” (or the term “impoliteness”) refers to, so-called second-order politeness.
Instead it advocated an analysis that took the everyday notion of “politeness” (or
“impoliteness”) as a starting point, i.e. first-order politeness. The analytical focus
shifted to how people use the term and how they negotiate their interaction. And
it became standard practice to use the term “(im)politeness” rather than the op-
position of “politeness” and “impoliteness” to refer to the whole spectrum of in-
terpersonal behaviours (see, for instance, the papers in Culpeper, Haugh & Kadar
2017). According to Locher and Watts (2005: 16) the discursive politeness analysts
do not start with a preconceived idea of what politeness might be but with a careful
analysis of how members of a speech community discursively negotiate and enact
what they consider to be polite or impolite modes of behaviour.

We consider it important to take native speaker assessments of politeness serious-
ly and to make them the basis of a discursive, data-driven, bottom-up approach
to politeness. The discursive dispute over such terms in instances of social prac-
tice should represent the locus of attention for politeness research. By discursive
dispute we do not mean real instances of disagreement amongst members of a
community of practice over the terms “polite”, “impolite”, etc. but rather the dis-
cursive structuring and reproduction of forms of behavior and their potential as-
sessments (...) by individual participants. (Locher & Watts 2005: 16)

The third wave, finally, consists of a rapprochement of the first and second
wave. It continues to put its analytical focus on the interaction between conver-
sationalists, but linguistic forms are now analysed in their interaction between
their conventional default meanings and the actual meanings that discursively
emerge in actual situations of use. They “pay attention to context yet accommo-
date more stable meanings arising from particular linguistic forms” (Culpeper
& Hardaker 2017: 208).

The work of first wave theorists implies, or seems to imply, that politeness
and impoliteness values are mostly inherent and relatively fixed, and the work
of second wave theorists implies, or seems to imply, that such values are almost
entirely negotiated in interaction. However, a careful reading reveals that the dif-
ferences between the first and second wave are often not as categorical as they may
appear at first sight. Third wave theorists focus more explicitly on the balance and
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the interaction between the inherent (conventional or default) meanings and the
discursively negotiated meanings of specific linguistic elements and in this way the
distinction between a first-order and a second-order approach gets increasingly
blurred (e.g. Terkourafi 2001, 2008; Jucker 2012; Culpeper & Hardaker 2017).

Terkourafi (2011) argues for a rather different type of rapprochement between
first-order politeness and second-order politeness. According to her, this distinc-
tion ultimately cannot be maintained because the two depend on each other. As
evidence, she traces the writings about politeness back to the ancient Egyptians as
well as to India and to China in the second half of the first millennium BCE. What
they have in common is that the authors of these texts linked externally appropri-
ate behaviour with the underlying morality of the person engaging in this kind
of behaviour. The morality leads to the appropriate behaviour, and the appropri-
ate behaviour in turn can lead to the attainment of the proper morality. Similar
links between morality and behaviour can be found, according to Terkourafi,
in one of the key terms of classical Arabic literature, i.e. the term adab, which
can be translated as ‘good breeding, ‘manners, ‘culture] ‘refinement’ or ‘belles
lettres’ (Terkourafi 2011: 164 with reference to Kilpatrick 1998: 54). According to
Terkourafi, the writings on this term suggest an intimate link between manners
and morals which is interesting for two reasons:

First, because it turns received ideas about the relationship between manners and
morals on their head: instead of treating manners as the externalization of a pre-
existing cultivated inner self, in adab the directionality of this causal relationship
is reversed. This raises the alternative possibility that, in true performative fash-
ion, the clothes do maketh (sic!) the man, or, in this case, the manners maketh the
morals. But the intimate link between manners and morals (...) is also important
for another reason: because it forces us to rethink the separation of manners from
morals that pervades contemporary Western ideas about etiquette.

(Terkourafi 2011: 165-6)

The first point raised by Terkourafi in this quotation concerns the directionality
between morals and manners, and the second point brings us back to William of
Wykeham and his use of the term manners, which also suggested an intimate link
between manners and morals. Terkourafi discusses further examples in classical
antiquity including texts from Aristotle and Cicero, and their legacy throughout
the Middle Ages, and she locates the transitional period between the late Middle
Ages and Early Modernity as the point at which manners were increasingly dis-
sociated from the underlying morality (2011: 169).

She also uses these texts as evidence for her argument that “prescriptive norms
historically follow and reflect descriptive ones, while at the same time constraining
future practices and so feeding back into the descriptive norms that gave rise to
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them in the first place” (2011: 176). Time and again, from the very early texts to
the netiquettes of the present day, it can be shown that writers employ what they
take to be exemplary behaviour of some people as a model for others to follow, and
to the extent that people follow this advice, the prescriptive rules become the basis
of description of what people actually do. Terkourafi links the descriptive rules
to the domain of politeness, and the prescriptive rules to that of politeness, and,
therefore, she comes to the conclusion that the two cannot be kept apart because
“they are intertwined from the outset” (2011: 176). However, according to the tra-
ditional distinction between first-order and second-order concepts, both the de-
scriptive and prescriptive rules of politeness or manners are part of the first-order
domain of the discourse of the speech community about these concepts. They do
not concern the academic endeavours to delimit and define specific concepts for
analytical purposes.

The distinction between first-order concepts and second-order concepts re-
mains an important one, and both analytical perspectives should be included into
our investigations of manners and politeness in earlier periods. The first-order
perspective will help us to get an ethnographic understanding of how people talk-
ed about manners, politeness and related concepts, both in their attempts to get
other people to behave in certain ways and in their descriptions and evaluations of
what was happening around them. The second-order perspective will help us as an
analytical tool to delimit specific aspects of behaviour more precisely.

The three waves of (im)politeness research outlined above can also be ob-
served at work on historical data. The early pioneers in historical politeness re-
search, Brown and Gilman (1989) and Kopytko (1995) relied very faithfully on
the framework proposed by Brown and Levinson (1978, 1987) to investigate posi-
tive and negative politeness strategies in a selection of Shakespeare’s plays, and
Culpeper (1996) used their model to investigate impoliteness as a mirror image
of politeness also in Shakespeare’s Macbeth. More recent historical work shifted
away from such first-wave studies to a more discursive approach in an attempt to
find out what specific historical speech communities considered to be polite or
impolite. Watts (2011) used what he called a socio-cognitive approach to study
politeness in seventeenth- and eighteenth-century England. He started from a
careful analysis of the vocabulary of politeness with such terms as polite, polished,
refined, well-mannered, standoffish and so on, in order to ‘reconstruct the forms of
emergent social practice’ (2011: 104) and thus developed a second-wave approach
to politeness. Ridealgh (2016) similarly used a second-wave approach for her
analysis of the Late Ramesside Letters, a collection of personal communications
written in Late Egyptian (c. 1099-1069 BCE), and Jucker (2014) investigated the
discourse of courtesy in the anonymous, late fourteenth-century poem Sir Gawain
and the Green Knight.
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Jucker (2012; see also Jucker 2020: Chapter 5) proposed what with hind-
sight can be classified as a third-wave approach for an analysis of a play by one
of Shakespeare’s contemporaries, Ben Jonson. The play, Volpone, or The Fox, was
first performed in 1606 in London. It is a play full of greed and deceit in which the
surface forms of excessive politeness are regularly in conflict with the characters’
darker motives.

It is the interplay between the intrinsic politeness value of the linguistic forms and
the discursive contexts in which they are used which decides whether an utter-
ance comes across as interactionally appropriate, as impolite or rude, or as exces-
sively over-polite and perhaps ironic. (Jucker 2012: 47)

Initially the distinction between first- and second-order concepts was mainly ap-
plied to politeness and impoliteness. But the same distinction applies to many
other concepts which have a life both as an everyday expression and as a technical
term. In fact, it can be applied to all terms that exist both as everyday expres-
sions and as technical terms — or possible technical terms — used as analytical
tools in academic research. This also applies to the key terms of this volume: man-
ners, norms and transgressions. As first-order concepts they are words used by a
particular speech community to talk about everyday concepts, and as such their
meaning potential may be somewhat fuzzy and it changes over time. As second
order-concepts they require a precise definition, but such definitions generally are
fairly narrow and more specific than the everyday concept.

The papers in this volume vary to some extent whether they treat their key
concepts as first-order or second-order terms, and, therefore, it is not possible to
provide (second-order) definitions which would cover all of them. Instead, every
paper has to explore how the terms are being used at a particular point in time in
the history of English and in a particular (literary or non-literary) context.

3. 'The diachrony of manners and politeness

As pointed out at the beginning of this chapter, the term manners (in the plural)
in relation to a person’s behaviour or conduct is first attested in English in 1225.
However, a first attestation does not say anything about the frequency of a term.
Culpeper (2017), who investigated the influence of Italian conduct manuals on
politeness in England in the second half of the sixteenth and the early seventeenth
century, noted that the term manners witnessed a dramatic increase in frequency
in this period. He traced the term in the Early English Books Online (EEBO) from
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1450 to 1725 (Culpeper 2017: 201). Here we would like to extend his search and
add the data from the Corpus of Late Modern English (CLMET3.0).2
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Figure 1. Frequency of the term manners in EEBO (1470-1699; blue) and CLMET3.0
(1700-1924; red) per million words.>

The increase of the term manners that Culpeper identified between 1550 and 1624
is discernible in Figure 1, but it somehow diminishes in significance in compari-
son with a much larger increase in the eighteenth century. Clearly, throughout the
eighteenth century the texts compiled in the CLMET show a very remarkable in-
crease of frequency. It more or less doubles from each quarter century to the next
(32.3, 51.7, 109.8 and finally 213.3 per million words). In the nineteenth century
frequencies diminish almost as quickly again as they rose in the previous century
(see also Jucker this volume). It appears that the need for people to talk about
manners (a first-order concept) rose considerably until the end of the eighteenth
century and since then has receded again. But as always, such figures have to be

2. It is, of course, problematic to compare frequency figures across different corpora which
may have been compiled on the basis of different sampling principles but the similarity of
the figures at the point of contact of these two corpora suggests that the combination is not
entirely unrealistic.

3. The figures for EEBO are retrieved from the website maintained by Mark Davies (see details
under “Corpora”). This website provides frequency figures per decade. Here they are merged
into periods of 30 years. The figures for CLMET3.0 were accessed with AntConc 3.4.4m.

printed on 2/10/2023 5:17 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conlterns-of -use



10 Irma Taavitsainen and Andreas H. Jucker

treated with care. They are based on a very large database but it is reasonable to
assume that its composition has changed considerably over time, and the develop-
ment represented in Figure 1 might be due to some extent to shifts in the composi-
tion of the database.

The term manners is only one in a whole range of related terms within the se-
mantic field of courtesy and politeness. In an earlier paper (Jucker, Taavitsainen &
Schneider 2012), we traced this field across the history of the English language in
an attempt to assess the usefulness of a research method that we named “metacom-
municative expression analysis”, which consists of a first-order analysis of terms
that are used in a speech community to talk about various aspects of communica-
tion, including issues of courtesy and politeness. We used the Historical Thesaurus
of the Oxford English Dictionary and the Oxford English Dictionary to compile a
list of 67 expressions in this field. We then traced these expressions in the texts of
the Helsinki Corpus with its data from Old English up to Early Modern English. In
order to get a reasonable level of recall and precision, certain expressions which
often occur with meanings that are not related to politeness and courtesy, such
as complement, fair, goodly and well, had to be excluded. On the other hand, the
list of search terms had to include relevant spelling variants. These adjustments
produced a list of 185 search terms and a total of 1,164 hits in the entire Helsinki
Corpus, which amounts to 0.663 hits per 1,000 words.
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Figure 2. Politeness related vocabulary in the Helsinki Corpus by period (hits per 1,000
words) (based on Jucker, Taavitsainen & Schneider 2012).
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Figure 2 reveals that the highest density of politeness-related vocabulary in the
Helsinki Corpus can be found in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth century
of its Middle English part. The density remains high into the first Early Modern
period in the sixteenth century and then decreases considerably. This stands in
marked contrast to the situation depicted in Figure 1, which suggests that the pe-
riod of most intense discourse about proper behaviour occurred much later, i.e.
in the eighteenth and early nineteenth century. It is possible that the difference
between these two figures is related to the earlier somewhat more pronounced
concern for the morality of people than the increased concern for the outward ap-
pearance that must have started perhaps in the Renaissance period. At this point,
this can be no more than a very tentative suggestion even though the papers col-
lected in this volume appear to give it some support (see Section 5; see also Jucker
2020: Chapter 10 for similar claims). Clearly more research is needed on this.

In any case, the vocabulary of good manners and courtesy is not the only guide
to the discourse on manners. At the beginning of this introduction, we mentioned
table manners as an example of today’s concern that may often seem superficial
and merely concerned with the outward appearance. Such concerns are, of course,
much older. Chaucer’s well-known portrait of a prioress in the General Prologue
of his Canterbury Tales may serve as an example.

(1) At mete wel ytaught was she with alle;
She leet no morsel from hir lippes falle,
Ne wette hir fyngres in hir sauce depe;
Wel koude she carie a morsel, and wel kepe
That no drope ne fille upon hire brest.
In curteisie was set ful muchel hir lest. (Chaucer, GP 1127-132)*

‘At dinner she was well taught indeed; she allowed no morsel to fall from her
lips, and did not dip her fingers too deeply into the sauce; she knew well how
to carry a morsel and take good care that not the slightest drop would fall on
her breast; her greatest pleasure was in good manners (courtesy).

Here, the prioress’s impeccable table manners are described and praised in some
detail. What is striking, though, is the fact that most of the descriptions that char-
acterise her behaviour at the table are in the form of obvious blunders from which
she refrains. She does not let a morsel drop from her lip, she does not wet her
fingers in the sauce, and she makes sure that no drop stains her habit. The whole
portrait is, of course, one of gentle satire. She is praised but for the wrong rea-
sons. As a member of the clergy she should be praised for her devotion and piety.
Instead, she is praised for attributes that would have been more appropriate for

4. The text is taken from the Riverside Chaucer (Benson 1987). The translation is our own.
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an aristocratic lady, which is neatly summarised by the observation that “[h]er
greatest pleasure was in good manners (courtesy)” (see also Jucker 2010: 183 and
Jucker 2020: Chapter 3).

Courtesy with the above-mentioned aspects of good manners and behaviour
with class distinctions is described in etiquette guides of late medieval English
society. The Babees Book (ed. by Furnivall), written in easily memorable rhyming
couplets, dates from c. 1475 and points out the reward for obeying such rules:

(2) Kutte nouhte youre mete eke as it were Felde men,
That to theyre mete haue suche an appetite
That they ne rekke in what wyse, where ne when,
Nor how vngoodly they in theyre mete twyte;
But, swete children, haue al-wey your delyte
In curtesye, and in verrey gentylnesse,
And at youre myhte eschewe boystousnesse.
(The Babees Book, lines 176-182)

‘Don’t cut your meat like field labourers, who have such an appetite they
don’t care how they hack their food. Sweet children, let your delight be in
courtesy, and eschew rudeness. [The summary is given in the margin of the
text by Furnivall.]

The guide is addressed to children of privileged classes, of nobility and royalty.
Likewise, the target audience of medieval literature for entertainment, such as ro-
mances, consisted of the elite groups.

In the early modern period, rules of conduct are increasingly present in vari-
ous literary and non-literary works, but conduct books were no longer addressed
to the upper classes of society only, but the social basis had widened to include
apprentices, and more attention was paid to lower classes.” It is also worth notic-
ing that proper behaviour and manners are defined by their opposites in these
guidebooks (cf. above). With time, even women received attention. A young la-
dies’ guide from the end of the eighteenth century makes a direct link with man-
ners and morals, as is evident in the following citation (you addresses the young
ladies; choice ‘choice of husband’):

Great care, indeed, judgment, taste and vigilance, are absolutely necessary to di-
rect you in the choice. A strict friendship is adopting, as it were, the sentiments,
the manners, the morals, and, almost the happiness or misery of others.

(Bennett 1792: 13)

5. In recent decades, more attention has been paid to the poor and unprivileged classes (see
Calvo Cortés in this volume).
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4. Norms, blunders and transgressions

The papers assembled in this volume provide fascinating case studies of the clashes
between norms and their transgressions. They provide an unusual angle that devi-
ates from earlier studies that pay attention to prescriptive rules of correctness or
analyse language from the angle of standardisation and its spread, which has re-
cently been the main current in historical sociolinguistics (see e.g. Rutten, Vosters
& Vandenbusshe 2014). Instead, the focus of several chapters in our volume is
on breaches and transgressions against what was considered proper behaviour,
providing empirical evidence on the ways verbal aggression was performed. The
analysed texts provide ample evidence that people have always been deeply con-
cerned with the issues pertaining to manners, politeness and norms of behaviour
and language use, as well as blunders, transgressions and violations of such norms.

In this section we shall open up the mechanisms of norm violations in more
detail. The papers show how various linguistic and pragmatic analytical tools
are applied to reach a better understanding of norms in a particular temporal,
social and cultural context. The chapters cover transgressions that occur in dif-
ferent genres, registers and traditions, and their historical time of writing places
them against and in relation to a variety of linguistic and discursive norms. The
challenge is to discover how these transgressions are realised; particular attention
is paid to the functions of blunders and violations. Together the individual case
studies make up a whole and offer what we see as a larger pattern of language use
outside the mainstream.

Language norms can be defined as socio-historically determined conventions
that were generally accepted at a given time and vary according to several pa-
rameters (see below). The contributions deal with both behaviour and language
use devoting varying amounts of attention to these two components. The scope
is wide and ranges from the preoccupation with manners in a medieval court to
analyses of language use per se in the later periods. Attention is paid to trespasses
where polite and co-operative communication gives way to impolite and disrup-
tive behaviour in different social and professional contexts. Common knowledge
available to the contemporary readers, however, is often lost; in several cases we
have to rely on educated guesses instead of facts (see below). Period culture and
societal norms have changed and there is a wide gap between literacy rates now
and in the earlier periods.

Medieval and early modern times call for special explication of both historic-
ity and alterity (cf. Bos & Claridge 2019). The notion of a blunder, for example,
appears to have been a much more serious transgression in the Middle English pe-
riod (Silec-Plessis in this volume), whereas today it often refers to relatively minor
and unintentional deviations from expected norms. The medieval protagonists
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behave in ways that transgress late medieval morality (see Pereira Dominiguez
in this volume).

When we proceed in time to the early modern period, linguistic blunders are
no more than unwitting offences that might have been avoided, had the speaker
known better. In drama, the uneducated lower class characters excel in uninten-
tional blunders that occur simply because of misunderstandings, malapropisms or
unintended breaches of norms. Slips of the tongue have humorous effects, releas-
ing laughter in the audience, but they also serve a particular function in literary
characterisation in Shakespeare’s plays (Kizelbach in this volume). The chapter on
restoration drama presents a very different angle to transgressions as its approach
is metatextual: it is concerned with the discourse on transgressions and its shifting
emphasis (Jucker in this volume).

In non-literary writing, rules of proper conduct in handbooks were intended
to help apprentices in their aspirations. Interestingly, they focus on what not to do
even in the early modern period, detailing what kinds of transgressions the male
apprentices should avoid (Shvanyukova in this volume). The same trend is present
in the guidebooks for female readers of the upper classes. In them, the main rea-
son for transgressing from these ideals is explained as the “demon anger”, which
makes women lose control and become disobedient and irrational (Kukorelly in
this volume). Literacy was still rare among servant classes. Illiterate women in
need had to hire scribes to write petitions to institutions, and the scribes executed
their writing tasks with varying degrees of competence. Norm violations in this
context refer to deviations from the guidelines (Calvo Cortés in this volume). In
contrast, the highly educated professional elite of the eighteenth century mastered
wide repertoires of written language use. They could exploit their skill with ver-
bal aggression and irony to violate the norms of collaborative communication in
argumentation (see Nash 1985: 152-153 and Simpson 2011). Such transgressions
include personal accusations, sarcastic comments on the skills and experience of
opponents, and false modesty claims to ridicule the target with semantic and prag-
matic presuppositions (Taavitsainen in this volume).

In the nineteenth century, the mechanisms of linguistic manipulation appear
in a somewhat different light. Norm transgressions mostly depend on the failure
to adhere to the underlying conversational maxims: Alice, the innocent protago-
nist, adheres to politeness, while her interlocutors in the fantasy world obey dif-
ferent rules where the overarching co-operative principle does not apply (Ermida
in this volume).

The most recent data in our volume employs different mechanisms. Doc
Martin’s “creative” impoliteness violates good manners; and he does not care. The
protagonist is not aware of his failure to comply but causes havoc and distress,
which provides entertainment and laughter for the audience (Buckledee in this
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volume). The last chapter of the volume focuses on Molly Weasley’s impoliteness
strategies. Her system of values is given as a guiding norm to assert her moral au-
thority, but in some conflict situations she reverts to non-conventionalised forms
of impoliteness (Pelclova in this volume).

5. Literary and linguistic approaches to data analysis

Both literary and non-literary writings are studied in this volume and the assess-
ment calls for a more analytical frame to contextualise the variation. An approach
that distinguishes between genres, text types, registers and traditions has already
proved useful for further insights into discourse features (see Taavitsainen 2016).
All three are abstractions based on individual texts and go beyond specific lin-
guistic realisations, overriding an individual author’s preferences. Genres can be
defined by situational and functional criteria (see Biber and Conrad 2009: 16), text
types by their linguistic features (Werlich 1982), registers represent fields of writ-
ing, and traditions build on continuity. The list of non-fictional materials includes
conduct books and manuals, institutional and private letters, and medical texts.
The earliest literary sources belong to the medieval genres of romances and saints’
lives, both with long traditions, next comes Shakespeare’s drama, Restoration and
eighteenth-century plays, nineteenth-century Alice Books, and the recent Doc
Martin comedy drama and Harry Potter novels. The registers vary from entertain-
ment to education to scientific writing. The traditions of these kinds of writing
go back to different time periods: vernacular medical writing stretched over sev-
eral centuries in the eighteenth century and the Latin and Greek models over two
thousand, while television comedies have a history of a few decades only. In fic-
tion, the medieval and early modern genres of romances and saints’ lives adhered
to a tradition with some variation in individual narratives.

Two papers on the late medieval period in the history of English open the volume.
Tatjana Silec-Plessis studies blunders and other forms of disturbance in the Middle
English retellings of an Anglo-Norman romance called Ipomédon, composed in the
late twelfth century, and three Middle English translations produced some two hun-
dred years later. In the Middle Ages, blunders could have serious consequences both
for the perpetrator and for those around him or her. In the original, written by Hue
de Rotelande, the eponymous character is a young knight with impeccable courtly
manners but lacking in chivalric bravery in courtly tournaments, and this presents
an obstacle for the young queen to marry him. Thus, Ipomedon fails to live up to
the expected standards, which in medieval terms amounts to a serious blunder and
leads to grave consequences that reveal societal changes that had taken place in the
two centuries that had passed since the composition of the Anglo-Norman original.
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In the second contribution, Laura Pereira Dominguez deals with Geoftrey
Chaucer’s The Legend of Good Women. In medieval societies the outward perfor-
mance of a person reflected their true inner self: good manners signified good
morality. The stories of Thisbe and Lucretia serve as illustrations. At the end of
their legends, both commit suicide, albeit for different reasons: Lucretia as the re-
sult of having been raped by an unwanted suitor, Thisbe for witnessing the suicide
of her lover who had assumed that she had been killed by a lion. Lucretia sacrifices
herself to avoid dishonour for herself and her family, while Thisbe stabs herself
with the suicide weapon of her lover. Both women seriously transgress the norms
of behaviour and at the same time stay ultimately true to themselves.

Urszula Kizelbach focuses on Shakespeare. She analyses blunders perpetrat-
ed by two characters particularly prone to commit them, Mistress Quickly and
Falstaff.® In this context, blunders take on a distinctly different quality. Kizelbach
analyses them as face threats which lead to unintended perlocutionary effects, and
in addition to their face-threatening potential they often have a humorous effect,
especially for bystanders and audiences. However, the two differ considerably in
their production of blunders. Mistress Quickly’s errors, often with sexual over-
tones, are the result of her lack of education, and she herself is blissfully unaware
of her mistakes and never embarrassed. Falstaff’s blunders, on the other hand, are
more serious because of his higher level of “embarrassability” (Kizelbach in this
volume). His transgressions are the result of carelessness rather than ignorance,
and he can see his own mistakes perpetrated in misjudged situations. Thus, blun-
ders turn out to be a perceptive analytical tool in literary characterisation.

Andreas H. Jucker bridges the early and the late modern periods with his
study on the discourse of manners and politeness in Restoration and eighteenth-
century drama. He focuses on norms of expected behaviour and polite manners.
In a first step, he investigates relevant lexical items in large corpora covering the
eighteenth and its adjacent centuries, and in a second step he examines a small
corpus of selected plays in order to show how the frequency of some of the key
terms changed throughout the period under investigation. In a third step, he pro-
vides detailed case studies of three plays that illustrate the changes within a hun-
dred years: from 1676 to 1722 to 1773. The corpus perspectives and the close-
reading exercise complement each other, and together they provide evidence for
the salience of the discourse on manners and politeness and their violations with
a shift from honour and reputation to morality and character description, and,
finally, to polished manners.

6. Both appear in several plays: Henry IV, Part 1 and Part 2, Henry V (where Falstaft is only
mentioned but does not appear as a character on stage) and The Merry Wives of Windsor.
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Four papers focus on data from the eighteenth century, reflecting the prom-
inence of the term manners in this century (see Figure 1). Conduct books are
discussed by Polina Shvanyukova, who focuses on didactic literature targeted
at apprentices and young tradesmen, while Erzsi Kukorelly looks at guidebooks
for young ladies. Nuria Calvo Cortés compares letter-writing manuals with peti-
tions and letters signed by women, and Irma Taavitsainen investigates medical
debates in various texts. All these sources bear witness to the tension between
norms and their transgressions in different ways. The conduct books, both those
targeted at young professionals and those for young ladies, present much of their
advice in terms of behaviour to be avoided. The petitions signed by women often
exhibit features that deviate from the models in the letter-writing manuals. The
medical controversy highlights the existing norms through a close analysis of their
impoliteness features.

Shvanyukova investigates Samuel Richardson’s The Apprentice’s Vade Mecum
(1734) that offered both practical advice and moral guidance to its target group of
young learners of a trade mainly by detailing transgressions to be avoided on the
path of becoming a virtuous and competent adult. Richardson’s linguistic strategy
relies on a coherent anti-code of behaviour, which is revealed by the analysis that
focuses on what not to do. Swearing and cursing, for instance, were warned against
as steps leading more or less directly to theft, robbery and murder, and thus, ulti-
mately, to the gallows. By outlining this dismal path the author aims at improving
the morals of his young readers, and to encourage them to improve their charac-
ters by following good examples and avoiding bad ones. Proper manners would
automatically follow.

Kukorelly deals with norms of behaviour for young women and the perceived
dangers of digressions from these norms in conduct books of the eighteenth cen-
tury. Such books circulated in large numbers with closely related literary and
non-literary versions of social etiquette and conduct. The main virtues of women,
according to these books, consisted of self-control over body and mind, and obe-
dience coupled with rationality and consciousness of the world; losing control be-
cause of anger is warned against as a severe transgression. In contrast, the perfect
young lady attained her place in society through the ideal gender role. Manners
are seen as the desired behaviour for the young lady to present herself to the world
and to ensure society’s approval.

Calvo Cortés focuses on the discrepancy between explicit norms and whether
they were observed or ignored in real life in Late Modern England. Her data comes
from both letter-writing manuals and two corpora of women’s petitions. These
letters were addressed to men in much higher social positions in the Foundling
Hospital in London in the first corpus, and to the governors of the Bank of England
in the second. The petitioners of the former corpus were unmarried young women
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in desperate need of a home for their first children, while the letters addressed
to the Bank of England came from women prisoners asking for money or for an
earlier transportation to Australia. In spite of their common purpose and similar
relationship between the senders and the recipients, the letters show considerable
variation. It is evident that help had been necessary in their execution, especially
as some are signed by a mere cross; the letter-writing manuals obviously acted as
prescriptive guidelines for the petitioners and whoever helped them.

Medical debates are a very different genre, investigated by Irma Taavitsainen,
in written documents including a bitingly sarcastic review letter. The controversy
focuses on a new method of inoculation against smallpox, and the practice was
argued pro and con. Three different styles were valid in eighteenth-century medi-
cal and scientific writing: the Royal Society plain style, rhetorical eloquence with
polite society language use, and even the old scholastic style of argumentation
was still valid. These norms are broken in a fierce pamphlet war where language
use becomes aggressive and insulting, using irony and sarcasm as weapons, with
additional derogatory meanings. These writings also create a contrast between the
ingroup versus the outgroup, i.e. between Christians and Muslims, the English and
the rest of the world.

The nineteenth century is represented by Isabel Ermida’s study of impoliteness
in Lewis Carroll’s Alice books (1865 and 1871). She looks at the ways in which fic-
tional characters transgress the norms of manners and politeness and, by doing so,
show an acute awareness of what these norms actually are. Alice is the ultimately
courteous figure and embodiment of linguistic and pragmatic politeness norms
for a girl of her age and social class in the Victorian era. She is continuously con-
fronted with the infringement of politeness norms by other characters who regu-
larly comment on each other’s behaviour and censure it as uncivil or rude. Ermida
differentiates between linguistic and pragmatic transgressions. The former include
puns, neologisms and relexicalisations; the latter violations of conversational
maxims, the use of infelicitous speech acts and bald-on-record impoliteness. Alice
struggles to make sense of what other characters say to her and how they treat her,
but does not succeed. For the analyst, the blunders and transgressions provide a
very rich source to study the underlying norms and expectations that were put on
a small girl, albeit a fictional one, in the Victorian era.

The last two papers in our volume are devoted to very recent data, both of them
dealing with fictional worlds. Steve Buckledee investigates the television comedy
drama Doc Martin, which aired between 2004 and 2017, and Jana Pelclova J. K.
Rowling’s series of Harry Potter books, published between 1997 and 2007. The
comedy drama Doc Martin provides an interesting contrast to the Alice Books. In
Doc Martin, it is the protagonist, Dr Martin Ellingham, who bafles his surround-
ings with his own creative impoliteness. He is ill-mannered and continuously
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offends the people he interacts with, but here, too, there are obvious transgressions
of the norms of good manners and politeness. This causes distress to the interlocu-
tors in the fictional world and provides a source of humour and entertainment
for the audience. Buckledee draws a careful distinction between intentional and
unintentional impoliteness or rudeness arguing that Dr Ellingham generally is not
aware that his behaviour offends and appals his interlocutors as it is the result of
his social ineptitude.

Jana Pelclovéd’s analysis of Rowling’s series of Harry Potter books focuses on
a different type of protagonist. She does not analyse the eponymous character of
her texts but Molly Weasley, mother of the Weasley clan and mother-figure to
Harry Potter. Molly Weasley is neither the butt of humorous impoliteness, as in the
case of Alice, nor the source of it, as in the case of Doc Martin, but she is a moral
authority whose system of values and principles serves as a guiding norm for her
family. Interestingly, she often resorts to impoliteness in order to assert her moral
authority. Pelclova finds that in situations in which Molly Weasley’s value system
conflicts with that of her interlocutor, she prefers implicational (i.e. non-conven-
tionalised) forms of impoliteness, which are more indirect and require contextual
information in order to be understood (cf. Culpeper 2011). She resorts to conven-
tionalised impoliteness, such as insulting language, in cases of emotionally charged
situations, for instance when her relatives violate social norms and her anger or
fear cause her to reinforce these norms in no uncertain terms. Pelclova identifies
transgression of rules and principles as a genre feature of adolescent literature.

6. Conclusion

The papers assembled in this volume are fascinating case studies of the clashes be-
tween good behaviour and behavioural transgressions. The texts analysed in these
papers provide ample evidence that people have always been deeply concerned
with these issues pertaining to manners, politeness and norms of behaviour and
language use, as well as blunders, transgressions and violations of such norms. The
papers show how transgressions can serve as a versatile analytical tool to reach a
better understanding of norms at a particular period in time and in a particular
social and cultural context and people’s attitudes towards these norms.

The papers cover a very diverse range of non-literary and literary data, and
they are written from different analytical perspectives, but together they provide
a long diachrony of manners and their transgressions, and they show how literary
and linguistic approaches can inspire each other and combine to provide a deeper
and more profound understanding of the issues at stake. Manners have always
been seen as somehow related to the underlying morality, but the case studies
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attest to significant shifts in this relationship. In the late medieval period, the two
seem to have been more or less indistinguishable. Manners directly reflected the
underlying morality. In the course of time, the relationship became less direct and
more tenuous. Manners increasingly came to be seen as surface manifestations
that were — at least to some extent — dissociated from the underlying motives but
they could also serve as a path to an improved morality. Thus, if you behave ac-
cording to the prescribed norms, you automatically become a better human being.
But the concluding papers of this volume on fictional data from the twenty-first
century make it abundantly clear that a tension prevails between proper behav-
iour and the underlying morality, e.g. in the strategies of impoliteness used or the
social blunders committed by an ethically upright person like Doc Martin. Thus
we may conclude by twisting the opening maxim and adding “women” to get from
“Manners makyth man” to “Man and woman maken manners”.
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Ipomedon and the elusive nature of blunders
in the courtly literature of medieval England

Tatjana Silec-Plessis
Sorbonne Université

When the word blonder, which comes from Old Norse, appeared in the English
language in the late fourteenth century, it had a stronger and more negative
meaning than its Present-Day reflex: rather than an embarrassing faux-pas,
blunders always had potentially serious repercussions, not only for their per-
petrators, but also for the society they lived in. This is exemplified in an Anglo-
Norman romance called Ipomedon, in which the hero and the heroine’s youthful
gaffes have grave consequences. This poem was later adapted for English-
speaking audiences with the characters’ errors of judgment slightly modified.
The changes made by the English compilers are analysed in this paper as they
shed light on the evolution of politeness strategies (understood then as courtly
behaviours) throughout the Middle Ages in England. They also show how dif-
ficult it was during that period to even consider the possibility of any transgres-
sion being a minor one.

Keywords: Ipomedon, Ipomadon, pragmatics, Anglo-Norman literature, Middle
English literature, medieval literary theory, medieval ethics, translation

1. Introduction

Today a blunder is usually understood as an action which comes across as unwit-
tingly offensive, and its perpetrator as either careless, silly or unaware that he or
she violated expected patterns of behaviour or speech. But it was not always thus.
The word, (spelled blonder originally), appeared in the English language towards
the end of the fourteenth century, but it was rarely used until the Renaissance. It
came from blonderen, a verb based on an Old Norse borrowing that referred pri-
marily to the act of ‘walking without seeing’ or ‘deluding oneself” but could also
signify ‘to damage’ According to the MED and the OED, blonder meant ‘confusion,
‘bewilderment;, ‘trouble; or ‘disturbance] but the OED notes that early quotations

https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.312.02sil
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are “vague in sense”. This paper will try to show the connection between the mod-
ern and the medieval uses of the term: how a relatively harmless kind of offense
(in our eyes) could have had serious repercussions in a heavily ritualised medieval
world! informed by a “triad of value-systems that operated both inside and out-
side” of it: courtesy, chivalry and courtliness.? These value-systems were difficult
to observe at the same time, since they overlapped in ways that created hard-to-
solve conflicts. No matter how vigilant one might be in the observance of the ide-
als of restraint and exemplariness which were at the heart of the social code(s) of
politeness,® a courtly knight might find himself torn between the demands of a
lady and the loyalty he owed to her lord (Jucker 2014: 25), while a courtly cleric
would have struggled to reconcile what Jaeger (1985: 128) calls the “ethical” and
the “social” codes of conduct so as to “[please] God and the world”

As the editors of the present volume make clear, the meaning of courtesy
evolved in the course of the Middle Ages. Since “many of the new terms of cour-
tesy and politeness were imported from French”, together with “patterns of be-
haviour” (Jucker 2014: 6), a diachronic study of sources in French and English
seemed in order to better track down early forms of blunders. This paper therefore
focuses on a romance called Ipomedon, which was first composed in the Anglo-

1. In its search for early manifestations of improper behaviour, this paper touches on a variety
of topics for which a tremendous amount of research has been done. It would be impossible
to offer an exhaustive presentation of, or even an exhaustive bibliography for, each of these
topics. Only the most pertinent references for the present analysis will therefore be provided.
Regarding the importance of ritual in the medieval world, see Nicholls (1985), Schmitt (1990)
and Crane (1997, 2002).

2. Scaglione (1992: 5-6) operates a useful distinction between the social and moral aspects of
what medieval writers subsumed under the umbrella term “courtesy”. In his view, chivalry cor-
responds to “the ethico-ideological frame of mind that extended from knights to other classes
and informed patterns of behavior regarded as ‘noble”; courtesy to “the results of the civilizing
process [...] whereby respect for others’ feelings and interests was expected as accepted behav-
iour and the sign of a noble nature”, while courtliness represents the “qualities pertaining to the

social and cultural environment of princely courts”

3. It has been shown that, contrary to what certain scholars may have hypothesized regarding
what they see as a move away from barbarism towards civilization, understood as the founda-
tion of the “civilizing process” in which politeness codes play an important part, the “new” ideas
which form the basis of the etiquette books of the Renaissance were similar to those found in
the works devoted to the subject of education in the Middle Ages. While there were few books
clearly labelled as dealing with manners and how to refine them, they existed, and they relied on
principles that went as far back as Cicero (Schmitt 1990: 38 sq.; Gillingham 2002: 279) and even
ancient Greece (Jager 1985: 115).
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Norman dialect by Hue de Rotelande in the twelfth century,* and then translated
or compiled in English in the late fourteenth century or the beginning of the fif-
teenth century.> Only two of the three extant redactions of the original poem will
be used here: a nearly 9,000-line long poem called Ipomadon and an unfinished
prose compilation called Ipomedon. The much shorter Lyfe of Ipomydon was ex-
cluded from analysis, as it contains almost nothing of the source’s preoccupation
with courtly matters.

The Anglo-Norman romance under study has generated a great deal of inter-
est in the past fifty years, due to its literary qualities, its detailed examination of
the ethics of courtesy and courtly love, and their somewhat difficult combination
with the code of chivalry. The reliability of its narrator has been called in question,
and has produced contradictory evaluations regarding what the poem aims to be:
either a defence of the right to marry who you want (Mora 2002), or a parody of
courtly love® combined with an attack on women (Krueger 1990). The apprecia-
tion of its English retellings has proved less problematic, as they move away from
the more controversial aspects of their source, focusing instead on the elements in
the story that provide their readers with a finer understanding of matters of con-
duct (Meale 1984). In that respect, they read as mirrors. Mirrors were a medieval
alternative to courtesy books.” Rather than merely providing readers with lists of
things to do to become an accomplished man or woman, they presented them
with characters whose behaviour they could emulate, so as to become their “mir-
ror images”. Even the Anglo-Norman Ipomedon can be called a mirror because,
while its prologue introduces the poem as a warning against being too secretive for
your own good, the poem itself mostly reads as a treatise on courtesy and chivalry,
albeit one in which contradictory formulations of these ideals collide in a way that
sets the story in motion.® But there are also many dialogues which provide detailed

4. Hereafter called Fr. Ipomedon for short and to differentiate it from the English prose
Ipomedon.

5. These texts were first published in a single volume by Kolbing, whose edition was used in this
paper, together with his edition of the Anglo-Norman poem.

6. For research on the parodical aspects of the French narrative conducted in English, see Calin
(1988) and Weiss (2005). Haugeard (2004) provides a summary of French research on the topic;
for more recent French research, see Scarpini (2010) and Véran-Boussaadia (2016).

7. For a brief presentation of the various sources of medieval courtly literature, see Bryson
(1998: 26 sq.) and Gillingham (2002).

8. Contrary to what some scholars have said, for instance Burnley (1998: 31), there is no
straightforward exposition of the “opposition between chevalerie and curteisie” as well as be-
tween “curteisie and vilanie” in Fr. Ipomedon. While this comment (together with much of what
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information on the courtly ways with which to address various kinds of people,
from the king and queen of a country to the ostler of a city inn. It is no surprise
then that the original poem should have been seen as a good way to learn courtly
manners in a pleasing fashion. The English compilers remodelled the story told by
Hue de Rotelande according to the social and ethical codes of their times. Their
attempts were only partially successful, but they provide some clues regarding the
evolution of the codes of courtesy and chivalry during the couple of centuries that
separated the source from its English adaptations.

The first part of this paper will focus on the invariants in the three versions
of the tale, and the various minor offenses the main characters commit.’ Special
attention will be paid to what Jucker (2014: 8) calls “the discursive struggle of the
interactants” Descriptions of gestures, looks and other non-verbal modes of com-
munication, which in the Middle Ages must also include clothing, will also be
analysed as part of the communicative patterns Honegger calls “adversion” (Jucker
2014: 15).1° In the second part of my paper, I will show how the initial blunders
made by Ipomedon!! (and the lady he is in love with) are rewritten and reap-
praised in a way that makes them look like blunders in the modern sense rather
than the medieval one, even if they are never truly identified as such.

2. 'The tale of Ipomedon as a succession of blunders

The story told by Hue is deceptively simple and can be summarised thus:
Ipomedon, the well-bred son of the king and queen of Apulia, leaves his parents’

Burnley writes about the Anglo-Norman poem) could easily be applied to the Middle English
Ipomadon or its prose compilation, it does not apply as easily to their source, which upon closer
examination contains a criticism of the chivalric ethos underneath the more obvious parody
of the courtly one.

9. Since the object of this paper is the study of an English term, the extracts used will be taken
from Ipomadon, but the French source and the prose compilation will also be quoted when
needed.

10. On the role that fabrics and colours played in medieval society, and the way they were used
in matters of class differentiation, see Pastoureau (1997) or Dimitrova and Goehring (2015). For
clothes as metaphors in fictional narratives, see Baert and Rudy (2007) or Crane (2002).

11. The name of the protagonist being variously spelled IJpomedon, Ipomadon or Ipomydon in
English, T chose to use the first spelling only in this article, as it has the advantage of being writ-
ten the same way in the French source. The same treatment was applied to the other characters,
apart from the lady Ipomedon falls in love with. We only know her as La Fere, i.e. The Proud
One, which is how she will be called in this paper.
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kingdom at a very young age'? for the court of Calabria, ostensibly to further his
knowledge of courtly matters'? (he takes his tutor Tholomeu with him). In reality,
he has developed an interest in the young Calabrian queen, whose praise he heard
in Apulia. Once in Calabria, he becomes the lady’s servant, thanks to his impecca-
ble manners and his otherworldly handsomeness. Three years pass by. Ipomedon,
who has refrained from revealing his identity, gives all satisfaction as a courtier.
However, he shows no appetite for chivalric pursuits and ostentatious displays of
bravery, despite having been trained in the arts of war before he left Apulia. This
causes much discomfort and anguish to the queen, as she has fallen in love with
the boy. She cannot act on her feelings, since she unwisely vowed to marry only
the best knight on earth. Her clumsy attempt to convince him to adopt a more vir-
ile attitude backfires spectacularly: humiliated, IJpomedon leaves Calabria under
a false pretext and goes back to Apulia, where he is made a knight by his father.
He then becomes a knight-errant, touring the European continent in search of
the best tournaments in which to hone his skills. This lasts for a few years during
which, under several disguises, he saves his beloved from the unwanted attentions
of a number of suitors until he is finally reunited with her, at which point, having
become the best knight on earth, he can finally marry her.!4

In this story, the main characters, Ipomedon and The Proud One, each make
the kind of embarrassing mistake that could be characterized as a blunder in the
modern sense. Those mistakes set the story in motion. The first one is made by
Ipomedon and involves a garment worn at an inappropriate moment; the second

12. He s called enfant repeatedly in the French poem during his time at the Calabrian court and
graduates to jouvenceau (‘young marn’) only five years later, when he goes to Meleager’s court.

13. In the French source the boy purportedly leaves Apulia to learn affaitement, a word which
began to be used in the middle of the thirteenth century and referred to all the most ami-
able qualities one needed to possess in a courtly setting, making it the ancestor of politeness.
This tells us, incidentally, that at the time the best way to acquire courtly manners was to find
the right environment in which to learn them through observation, rather than from books of
etiquette. Those were still far and few in the tenth and eleventh century anywhere in Europe
(Jaeger 1985: 214). The situation improved a little in the twelfth and thirteenth century, but,
as far as England is concerned, only a handful of books in the Anglo-Norman dialect, most
of them “general treatises on the manners and morals thought appropriate to a social elite”
(Gillingham 2002: 272), seem to have been in circulation then. A verse treatise in Latin dat-
ing back to the twelfth century, the Urbanus Magnus (also called Liber Urbani), written by one
Daniel of Beccles, is the only extant book of manners of the period that can compare with early
modern conduct books. It offers a detailed account of the ways a nobleman could behave in all
kinds of situation in order to be praised for his manners. However, its role in the dissemination
of new codes of conduct cannot be precisely ascertained (Gillingham 2002: 273).

14. For a detailed summary of the story, see Bliss (2008: 122 sq).
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one is made by The Proud One when she chastises the young man in a manner
that shames him. The third one is made by Jpomedon again, as he leaves the queen
without properly informing her of his decision.

2.1 The incident with the boteler!®

Courteous behaviours of the kind involving a lady and a knight are familiar to us due
to the enduring success of Arthurian tales. However, they should be examined with-
out preconceived ideas, much as ethnologists do today when they look into other
cultures.'® Two aspects of medieval civilization are of particular importance here:
the power of gestures as part of the “communicative patterns” (Jucker & Taavitsainen
2013: 12) of that period,'” and the fact that good manners were seen as resulting from
good morals. The direct correlation between outward patterns of behaviour and not
just feelings, but moral principles, is an aspect of the earlier stages of the codes of
manners that is alluded to in the introduction. It derives from the belief that gestures
are the expression of a person’s true motives (Schmitt 1990: 18). This explains the
attention paid to the way people dress, talk and even walk in medieval fictional nar-
ratives. A good example is provided at the beginning of the romance under study.
Ipomedon makes his first appearance at the Calabrian court in a way that is
designed to impress (Ipomadon: 11. 357). He arrives on a palfrey, richly dressed in
clothes that befit his princely origins in terms of fabric and colour: red velvet or
silk, trimmed with ermine fur and gold. Once admitted in the hall, he walks at
a stately pace!® (neither too fast nor too slow) towards the queen, whom he ad-
dresses courteously, asking her if she would allow him to become her varlet.!” The

15. The boteler was the chief cupbearer of a medieval court, the ancestor of the modern butler.
He was responsible for the food and drink served at dinner.

16. Iam particularly indebted to Eva Ogiermann’s book on apologising (2009), which provided
me with the equivalent of an introduction to the field of pragmatics and to the pitfalls of a cross-
cultural examination of politeness, as well as to the editors of this volume, whose research in the
field of historical pragmatics proved invaluable.

17. In early medieval society, written documents were still far and few, and ritual gestures of-
ten played the performative (or illocutionary) part that speeches (written or oral) now do in
modern society: to the men and women of those times, a gesture conveyed meaning better than
words would as it involved the whole person, body and soul (Schmitt 1990: 14-18).

18. In accordance with the ideal of moderation in all things expounded by Cicero and Seneca
(Schmitt 1990: 39) and later adopted by the medieval authors of courtesy books.

19. Varlets were young men who were given the task of attending to knights. Here Ipomedon
wants to attend to the queen instead, something which places him firmly as a proponent of the
ethics of courtly love.
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boy’s beauty, manners and deportment convince the young monarch to listen to
him attentively, which must have been Ipomedon’s objective. However, she does
not accept his offer of service right away since he refuses to say who he is,?° some-
thing which, while definitely odd, does not qualify as a blunder in the story, as it
does not elicit mockery or condemnation on the part of the Calabrian court. The
queen merely puts him to the test, giving him her cup and asking him to get her
some wine. IJpomedon complies right away, and proceeds to the botelerie (‘cel-
lar’) with his rich mantle still on, something which is unfavourably noticed by the
courtiers. He realizes it and takes his mantle off, giving it to the butler who accepts
it with gratitude (Fr. Ipomedon, 1. 476-500; Ipomadon, 1. 443 onwards). Alas, the
other varlets laugh some more, not realizing that the newcomer’s attitude only
proves how courteous and generous he is (Fr. Ipomedon, 1. 503-504; Ipomadon,
11. 500-502). The more discerning queen marvels at his impeccable manners and
quickness of wit, qualities which convince her of his genteel breeding, and she
grants him his request.

This little incident can be counted as the very first blunder Ipomedon makes,
but his clever handling of the matter turns it into a sign of his noble birth, elevating
him above the other courtiers right from that moment.

2.2 The Proud One’s blunder

The queen, because of Ipomedon’s refusal to reveal who he is, remains unaware
that, as the prince of Apulia, he is her equal. This seriously impedes his chances of
being considered a potential husband. Worse still, three years after meeting her,
he still spends most of his time hunting instead of jousting like the other varlets.?!
His attitude concerns the queen since she has made a vow to marry the best knight
on earth. This vow earned her her nickname (Ipomadon, 11. 106-118), so that it has

20. Ipomedon never gives his name once he has left his country, a fact that has puzzled readers
and scholars alike for centuries. Many explanations have been posited, either drawing on Celtic
folklore (Stanesco 1985: 339 sq.) or on the relationship of this poem with a cluster of stories re-
volving around a nameless character referred to as The Fair Unknown (Bliss 2008). They fail to
take into account what, to me, seems to be the decision of the French poet to not be constrained
by the sources he draws upon in order to keep his story open to interpretation, - which would
no doubt have been appreciated by a courtly audience as it would have given them something to
discuss (see Bradbury 1994 on the subject of literacy and orality in Middle English romances).

21. In the Middle Ages hunting was an extremely important activity, which provided food as
well as more symbolic and spiritual forms of sustenance, rather than the pastime it has now be-
come in Western society (Marvin 2006: 20 sq.). In this courtly romance however, it is presented
as being worthy of a young nobleman’s interest only as a training for war and its closest equiva-
lent in times of peace, jousting.
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come to define who she is. As her beautiful varlet has no apparent desire to become
a hero (Fr. Ipomedon, 1l. 521-522; Ipomadon, 1. 515), and shrugs off the taunting
remarks levelled at him by the other boys, The Proud One decides to confront him.
His feelings have started to show in the way he looks at her, and she fears people
will not only notice them, but also the fact that she has been watching him a little
more than she should. She devises a stratagem that involves a scapegoat who will
bear the brunt of her rebuke, with Ipomedon standing at his side, fully aware that
her words are really meant for him. Her choice falls on her cousin Jason, who has
become Ipomedon’s best friend (Ipomadon, 1l. 761-772). She upbraids him for
throwing (imaginary) looks of love upon her lady-in-waiting Imaine in the mis-
taken belief that his courteous manners will be enough to win her heart.

“Be thou neuer of so grette bewte,
Trowes thou this lady bryght of ble
Here loue on the to laye

For fayrehedde or for any largenesse,
But thow were man of proves?

I say the shortely: naye!

Yt thou wylte love of laydes wynne,
On othere wysse bou mvste begynne;
Syr, for thy good I saye!

Gyft the to justes or to turnaynge,

Or els lett be thy nyce lokynge...?? (Ipomadon, 11. 845-855)

Instead of addressing herself to Ipomedon, the queen directs her barbs at her cousin,
who becomes the hapless victim of her scheme. Since the Proud One and Jason are
related, she finds it possible to talk to him directly?* and without disguising her face-
threat as a polite request. She can mock him and call him a fool (Ipomadon, 1. 840),
without having to fear the kind of negative repercussions she would face if she of-
fended someone who did not depend on her for his living. The fact that he is still a

22. ‘No matter how beautiful you might be, do you think this fair lady will bestow her love on
you because you are handsome or generous, if you are not a man of prowess? The short answer, I
tell you, is no! If you want to win her love, you must change tack. (I tell you that for your benefit.)
You must joust and tourney, or else stop looking at her in that foolish way’ (The translations in
this paper are all mine unless stated otherwise.)

23. The compiler did not use thou pronominal forms (T) to indicate intimacy here, contrary
to what one might find in other medieval texts, for example in Gawain and the Green Knight
(Jucker 2014), as T appears in nearly all the dialogues of the Middle English romance, no matter
who they may involve. In this he imitates Hue, who only uses polite vous-forms (V) in his poem.
It shows that T could convey the “respect through the solidarity of mutual formality” (De Roo
1997: 234, quoted by Jucker 2014: 18) generally associated with V in French and Y in English
when used as a kind of “default” form of address in courtly exchanges.
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“child” (Ipomadon, 1. 762) with a mild temperament (Ipomadon, 1. 772) to boot, also
explains her choice of the boy as the perfect “addressee-by-proxy” of her scolding.

While The Proud One’s subterfuge (Fr. Ipomedon, 1. 826: “queintise”) might be
interpreted as a desire to spare Ipomedon the embarrassment of being rebuked in
public (even though it might result in shaming an innocent boy instead), the nar-
rator makes it clear that she is motivated by fear: fear of the slanders that she might
be subjected to once people realize that Ipomedon is in love with her (Ipomadon,
1l. 815-20). The French source is even clearer in its presentation of her motives:
the queen wants Ipomedon to leave the court if he fails to heed her advice be-
cause she worries that she will still love him despite his failings if he stays (Fr.
Ipomedon, 1. 823-846). Such an infatuation demeans her as he is only a servant of
unknown provenance and credentials. It reduces her positive face, which endan-
gers her position at court.

As far as social interactions are concerned, one cannot stress enough the im-
portance in medieval society not only of “saving face”?* but also of presenting the
“right face” to the world. While this would also apply to most human interactions
today, presenting the right social face encompassed far more in the Middle Ages
than today: firstly, as intimated in the introduction to this volume, because of the
inextricable links between courtesy and chivalry, as well as between social and
ethical values, and secondly because

[m]edieval and Renaissance man and woman could acquire an identity either by
statute (as by the feudal, chivalric notion of nobility through blood and inheri-
tance) or by education (as in the sociocultural making of the Renaissance court-
ier), but actions were always to be judged on the basis of membership in a specific
social group. (Scaglione 1992: 2)

Part of The Proud One’s anguish comes from the fact that her love for such an un-
worthy recipient belittles her, thus threatening her status as the ruler of Calabria.
She explains that ladies never choose their spouses for their good looks or their
manners only, as they would run the risk of “losing their estates” if they did
(Ipomadon, 11. 840-844). This is what nearly happens to her later, as her refusal
to marry one of her many suitors (because she has secretly decided to wait for
Ipomedon) results in her kingdom being attacked by foreign powers. The Proud
One only reveals the real reason why she will not marry anyone to her confidant
Imaine. In the lengthy discussions she has on the subject with her vassals as well as
her uncle (who is called upon to arbiter between the queen and her barons in their

24. To use the concept defined by Erving Goffman and those who followed his lead, most re-
cently Terkourafi (2007: 313), whose definition of Face (which she calls Face2) aims at being
truly universal and thus suits a study of its earlier forms.
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dispute over who she should marry), she always pretends to be bound by her vow
of marrying only the best knight on earth. She can defend her position as being
the honourable thing to do, even though it may also be called a foolish decision.?

The courtly society depicted in this romance is therefore one which relies on
social distance and the appropriate expression of power relationships. It is a world
in which a strong “desire for admiration” (Yabuuchi 2006: 323) collides with the
“desire for solidarity” which Brown and Levinson saw as fundamental to their un-
derstanding of “positive face” (Yabuuchi 2006: 324). In Western medieval society
those desires often contradicted each other: from a moral point of view, wanting
to be admired was dangerous, as it was one of the many ways in which a person
would succumb to the mortal sin of pride; from a social point of view, a strong
sense of one’s own dignity was needed to keep an aristocrat from accidentally
stooping to the level of a commoner. Seen in that light, The Proud One’s objections
to Ipomedon’s conduct appear to stem from her need to be admired in all things,
including in her choice of partner, in order to keep her status and protect the sta-
bility of her kingdom. That makes her guilty of the sin of pride, but her concern is
justified from a social or political perspective.

Upon closer examination, however, it appears that there is more to her dis-
pleasure than a desire to save face. The Proud One’s anger at the strange boy she
has fallen in love with also has moral overtones, or even existential ones.?® She has
been brought up to believe that appearance, manners and looks are the outward
expressions of a person’s moral integrity,”” and her anger is not fuelled by her pride
only as is obvious in the next quotation:

Alias, that euer so grette gentryse

Ys loste on hym for cowardise,

oo worthe destone,

Syn he is so fayre of face,

That god had not gevyn hym that grace

Of hertt hardy to bee! ...%8 (Ipomadon: 11. 539-544)

25. Something her barons do right from the moment she makes her resolve known on the day
she ascends the throne (Fr. Ipomedon, 1. 133 sq.; Ipomadon, 1. 122 sq.)

26. See Terkourafi (2011: 166 sq.) for a general overview, and Nicholls (1985) or Schmitt (1990)
for more detailed explorations of the topic in the medieval period.

27. This exacting, and even punishing, way of looking at appearances (in the sense of manners
and looks) as the outward expression of inner qualities so that one cannot go without the other
is especially present in early French courtly literature (Silec 2013: 76-79).

28. ‘What a shame that such gentlemanly qualities should be lost on him because of his coward-
ice! [How unlucky] since he is so fair of face, that God did not grant him the gift of a hardy heart!
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She cannot comprehend why God should have given such vast amounts of beauty
and such nobility of manners (gentryse) to the foreign varlet, only to make him a
coward, as it goes against her conviction that one cannot exist without the other.?
The Proud One’s disapproval therefore appears to be motivated by moral con-
siderations as well as social ones, which would have been considered as perfectly
acceptable by her peers.

However, what is both socially and morally reprehensible is the way she makes
her displeasure known to Ipomedon, as she forgets to observe the virtue of tem-
perance® at the same time as she throws all pretences of politeness to the wind in
her diatribe. This is where she may be said to blunder. The Proud One calls her
action a “leidure” (‘an ugly thing’) in the Fr. Ipomedon 1. 1040, which is translated
as a “laythe” (‘loathly’) thing in Ipomadon (1. 1008): both words are very strong
and establish a correspondence between the nature of her action and the way it
looked. Of course, this is The Proud One’s interpretation of her offense, and it may
be said to be coloured by the shame she feels in retrospect. Still, her speech, a suc-
cession of rhetorical questions to which she provides short, blunt answers, threat-
ens the positive face of not just one, but two people: the real target of her words,
Ipomedon, and the target-by-proxy, Jason. What is more, her exclamations 1I. 851
and 854, together with her insulting language, make it clear that this is not just a
rebuke, but an assault. This full-blown attack, barely softened by the expression of
her desire to help Jason obtain his heart’s desire 1. 853 and her polite address to
him as “Sir”, is understood as such by both Jason and Ipomadon. The latter calls it
an “vmbrayde” 1. 872, a word which translates as both a ‘reproach’ and an ‘insult’
according to the MED. Thus, it seems as though she is not the only one to consider
her outburst as a serious lapse in manners.

Her transgression remains a minor one, however, since it is the only time in
the narrative when she acts in an inappropriate way. What is more, she tries to
atone for her offense. It does not take long for her to realize that her little scheme
was badly done and that she has a responsibility in the way Ipomedon reacts after

29. Her feelings are reciprocated by all the characters in the narrative who do not dismiss
Ipomedon as a fool or a sinner: his friend Jason, the lady Imaine, the Sicilian queen he becomes
the servant of once he leaves Calabria, and his half-brother.

30. A virtue Gillingham (2002) shows to have been extremely important in the early medieval
concept of courtesy, contrary to the commonly held view according to which attention to other
people’s feelings began to be part of politeness strategies in the early modern period only (see
Bryson 1998: 105 sq. for such a perspective). The extent of the queen’s shame once she realizes
how badly she has treated Ipomedon, and which is expressed in detail in the French source,
lends weight to Gillingham’s thesis.
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she scolded him.*! She spends the night reproaching herself for “la honte, qe li
feistes,/ comme par orgoil lui sordeites?”*? (Fr. Ipomedon, 11. 1041-1042). She re-
solves to have a proper conversation with him as soon as possible, because his good
looks and his perfect manners mean he cannot “be lower than a king” (Ipomadon,
1. 977-78).% Unfortunately, Ipomedon has already left her court by then.

2.3 Ipomedon the troublemaker

Ipomedon’s decision not to emulate his peers in their love of jousting is a threat to
the world he lives in, not just to The Proud One’s good name, and the consequenc-
es of his obstinacy are potentially very serious: what if the other varlets decided
to devote their time to the lesser art of hunting and refused to become knights?
In a short while, Calabria would lose her protectors, and become prey to foreign
powers (something which nearly happens, in fact). This error therefore could not
be construed as minor; it does not qualify as a blunder in the modern sense, but in
the medieval one instead, as it is a potential source of social and political unrest.
The boy’s failure to realize that he must at least ¢ry to show an interest in warfare is
never properly explained in any version of the story: in the French tale, the young
man offers so many justifications for it that they cancel each other out (Haugeard
2004: 138). In any case, Ipomedon’s impetuous behaviour exemplifies the difficul-
ties inherent in the “reshaping” of what Elias saw as the “economy of impulses”
governing a warrior’s life (Jaeger 1985: 211).

While Ipomedon understands straight away that the queen’s remarks are
meant for him, he does not react as the courtly audience of the original poem (or
the readers of the Middle English versions) would have expected. He does not
“straighten his act”; he does not take up jousting speedily and ostentatiously as the
queen hoped he would. Neither does he run in a state of bewilderment and shame
to the nearest forest as a punishment for his sins. Such deportment would have
been expected by medieval readers, as exemplified by Arthurian poems in which
Lancelot, Yvain, or Tristan do exactly that.** Instead, he departs from her court

31. This extends to his treatment of her during the tournament, as she construes his keeping his
distance as the appropriate form of retribution for her earlier disdain. (Fr. Ipomedon, 1. 6357 sq.)

32. “The horrible shame you caused him when in your pride you humiliated him?’

33. Interestingly, it is only once she has regained her faith in her value-system that she resolves
to speak to him.

34. “When they believe they have been slighted in love, these warriors have a way of breaking all
bonds, sometimes stripping themselves naked, and invariably repairing to the woods, express-
ing their sadness and degradation by leading the life of the wild man” (Bernheimer 1952: 14).
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without informing her of his decision, which is at the same time uncourteous and
uncourtly, according to Scaglione’s distinction presented in the introduction.®
This is his second blunder, and a much more serious one than the face-threat
which spurred it. It demonstrates his willingness to pursue his desires at the ex-
pense of his duties (while the queen merely tried to fulfil what she thought were
her duties, but in an inappropriate way). In other words, he privileges negative face
over positive face, i.e. his desire to be unimpeded by other people’s expectations
over the need to conform to the role society has given him.

Ipomedon transgresses the norms of his times in ways that are often so subtle
that they escape the notice of his peers. His biggest transgressions (refusing to
marry The Proud One right after having won her hand; adopting shameful dis-
guises) are outside of the compass of this paper, but they come along with minor
ones as well. For instance the state in which he arrives in Sicily could be seen as
an error of judgment on his part.*® The company he keeps is large enough to pass
for an army, and it worries the first people who see them, and even the king who
wonders at first whether the strangers have come to deprive him of his kingdom
(Ipomadon 1l. 2511-2512). In fact, his regal retinue is designed to impress king
Meleager, so that the latter will feel obliged to make an extraordinary show of
generosity in order to regain his footing. This is how Ipomedon manages to be-
come the servant of the Sicilian queen. The veritable pageant he stages for king
Meleager’s benefit is part of an elaborate scheme, in which he manipulates the
Sicilian ruler into giving him the place he wants at his court.

Seen in this light, Ipomedon’s refusal to give his name, and the many dis-
guises he adopts in the course of the story, seem to be part of a “language of self-
presentation” rather than “self-concealment”, identified by Susan Crane, whereby
“incognito is only the end point on a continuum of visible signs through which
knights perform and manipulate their identities” (Crane 1997: 70). This is why
Ipomedon’s later transgressions once he has left Calabria only qualify as blunders
in the medieval sense of the word: they do not result from either stupidity or care-
lessness and they generate considerable disturbance.

The faux-pas studied above revolve around what was expected from a noble
in terms of courtly behaviour and the disastrous consequences the merest lapse

35. Here Hue produces a feeble argument (faithfully reproduced by the Ipomadon poet) meant
to mitigate Jpomedon’s rudeness: he does take his leave from The Proud One after the incident,
but in very ambiguous terms. It is only after he has left that the queen begins to wonder what he
meant exactly when he took his leave as he usually did each evening. (Fr. Ipomedon, 1. 1049 sq.;
Ipomadon, 1. 1001 sq.)

36. “The custum was not in po days/ Knighttes to ride with suche harnays” (Ipomadon, 11. 2492
2493). (‘it was not customary for knights to ride in such array in those days’)
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could have in a world where every gesture, every utterance, was not only seen
as deriving from a person’s morals, but also contributed (when appropriately
performed) to the stability of society. As we have seen, IJpomedon’s failings, big
and small, stem from a refusal to conform, or to be bound by the norms of his
time, which jeopardizes the stability of his world. This makes it difficult to derive
any kind of ready-made code of conduct from his tale, something which com-
plicated the later use of the narrative as a “mirror for princes and merchants”
(Meale 1984).

3. 'The evolution of politeness strategies in the Middle English retellings of
Fr. Ipomedon

The fact that Ipomedon’s story was compiled and adapted more than two cen-
turies after the Anglo-Norman poem was composed testifies to its popularity.’”
Ipomadon is the most faithful of the three texts to its source, which can be seen
in its length: the French poem is 10,578 lines long, while Ipomadon, which stands
at 8,891 lines, is only slightly shorter. Still, their comparable length should not be
seen as evidence that the verse retelling is a close translation of its source. Careful
examination of the two texts reveal subtle differences. The story in Fr. Ipomedon
is interspersed with lengthy passages during which the characters argue with their
confidants (or with themselves) over matters of conduct. These passages are con-
densed and simplified in the English verse redaction, and to an even greater extent
in the much shorter prose compilation as well. Such emendations emanate from a
desire for clarification, as the redactors add comments of their own to those made
by the original narrator whenever the motivations of the characters become hard
to fathom. In that respect, some of their remarks constitute mere additions to the
source, rather than departures from it. They bring to light the attention they pay to
the hero’s education (Gillingham 2002: 276) and the way they attempt to present
his story “in the colour and rhetoric of an idealised society”, one that was meant
to appear “courteously unproblematic” (Field 1989: 140). But they also rewrite
the behaviour of the hero in more acceptable terms, according to the changes in
matters of conduct that occurred in the two or three centuries separating them
from their source.

37. One of these redactions appeared in a list of the most popular verse romances in England
dating from 1520 (Sanchez-Marti 2009: 1).
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3.1 The refashioning of minor transgressions

The standard patterns of behaviour which nowadays are the staple of politeness
studies can only be identified in embryonic forms in the early medieval romances.
In the late medieval ones, on the contrary, communicative patterns very similar
to those of the polite society of the eighteenth century may already be found, as
exemplified in the differences between the first speech Ipomedon makes to the
Calabrian queen in the French poem and the English Ipomadon:

“Dame, an estrange valet sui

E hors d’estrange terre esmui.
Pur vous server, si bel vous est,
Veiez moy ay, dame, tut prest,
[E] pur oir vostre voler,
Si volez mon service aver.’3®
(Fr. Ipomedon, 1. 463-468)

Dereworthy damysell,

Grette god kepe the in hele

And all thy fayre mené!

Vnder heyvyn is holdyn none

So worthy a lady, as thow arte on,
Ne of so grette bewete:

Ofte sythes this haue I harde saye:
A nobler courte, then thyne allwaye,
There may non holdyn bee;

The to serve haue I thowghte,
Therefore haue I hedyr sought
Oute of faire contre.*

(Ipomadon, 11. 394-405)

Ipomedon wastes no time before getting to the purpose of his trip in the Anglo-
Norman romance, contrary to his English avatar, who begins his speech by pay-
ing compliments to the lady and her court, and expressing the hope that they
will always be in good health - sentiments that would not be amiss in a Regency
novel — before getting to the point. Nor has he finished talking after stating the

38. ‘Milady, I am a foreign varlet, come from a foreign land to serve you, if it is agreeable to you.
I am quite ready to be your varlet, if you should want my service’

39. ‘Worthy damsel, God keep you well, you and all your fair company! No other lady on this
earth is held so worthy or has such rich possessions. I have often heard that no court was as
noble as yours. I have resolved to serve you, which is why I have left my fair country’
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reason for his visit, as he continues for the next nine lines with the expression of
his desire to do everything the queen should want him to do, which is in keeping
with courtly ideals, and a far cry from the French character’s rather blunt offer of
service as a varlet.

While the hero of the versified retelling comes across as more refined and
more polite than the character in the French poem, this is due to the evolution
of the role of a courtier. In all the texts under study, Jpomedon is presented as
the epitome of courtesy and courtliness. There are many passages in the French
and English texts in which the protagonist is described as incredibly handsome,
attentive, and with impeccable manners. The French source also adds that he is
franc, which signifies that he has a noble heart.*° The value-system of Fr. Ipomedon
relies on two early aspects of the codes of courtesy and chivalry which were closely
connected: good “service” and the strict observance of hierarchical differences. In
Ipomadon and the prose compilation, however, differences in station are mitigated
in social interactions through the use of the kind of polite discourse that aims at
protecting, and even increasing if possible, the positive face of the interactants. An
excellent example of the growing complexity of polite strategies in the second part
of the Middle Ages is provided by the incident with the butler which I analysed
earlier. In Ipomadon it offers evidence of the “noble heart” the French narrator
credits his hero with. In the fourteenth or fifteenth century, such a quality obvious-
ly included paying attention to the people who were below you, not only to those
above you, and the following passage was amended in order to offer an example of
Ipomedon’s good breeding in that respect.

Li autres vales 'esgarderent
De lui se ristrent & gaberent,
Mes poi savoient, q’il pensa:
Ly valet son mantel osta

Sil’ad done al botellier

Et si lui dit: “Beau sire chier,
Kar prenez or(e) cest mantelet,
Trop [par] est le don petitet,
Mes, si nus vivons en saunte,
Assez vus ert mellor done*!

(Fr. Ipomedon, 11. 489-499)

40. Franchise: “noblesse de coeur, de caractére” (ca 1150) according to the CNRTL French ety-
mological dictionary online.

41. ‘The other varlets looked at him; they laughed and mocked him, but little did they know
what he meant [to do]. He took off his mantle and gave it to the butler, saying: “Dear sir, please
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It were semande, they sayd ilkone,
Away his mantell ware;

But littill knewe pey his entente:
To the buttery dore he went

And offe he caste hit yare.

To the boteler than went hee:
“Syr, this mantell gyff I the,

As I haue happe or sele:

And thow wilte take pis sympull gyfte,
It shall be mendyd, be my thryfte,
Wyth efte so good a wille!™*?
(Ipomadon, 11. 462-478)

The redactor does not retain the original ambiguity of Hue de Rotelande’s poem
in the lines that precede the extract regarding what prompted Ipomedon’s deci-
sion to give the offending garment away: true liberality or a quick-witted assess-
ment of the situation. Instead he adds a sentence which presents it as an early
instance of his munificence. We are told that the young man had meant to give
his coat to the servant all along (Ipomadon, 1. 464), which brings to light the en-
during “prestige of largesse” throughout the Middle Ages (Burnley 1998: 34). The
modification of a tiny detail in such a long narrative must be ascribed to the fact
that he was adapting the story for the new audiences* who had begun to acquire
such tales. This had been made possible by the professional workshops which now
produced manuscripts at a cheaper price and on a larger scale than the scripto-
ria of monasteries.** The rich burgesses and wealthy landowners (who were now
rubbing shoulders with the aristocracy in Parliament and who constituted the
new readership of romances) might have been tempted to disparage Ipomedon’s

take this simple mantle; it is only a small present, but if it keeps us both in good health, I will
give you something better.”

42. ‘Tt was seemly, they all said, to take off your coat [before going to the cellar]. But little did
they know what his real purpose was. When he arrived at the cellar, he took off his mantle and
gave it to the butler, saying: “Sir, I give you this mantle, as it is propitious to do so. If you accept
this simple gift, it shall be mended by your good will and my prosperity!” (The last two lines are
ambiguous but can be understood as Ipomedon’s discreet promise to shower the butler with
even more gifts if he accepts the present one gracefully.)

43. Ishould point out here that scholarly opinions vary regarding the level of sophistication of
the readership of Ipomadon; see Sanchez-Marti (2006: 155-156) for a comprehensive overview.
(This kind of disagreement is the norm for most romances as, given the lack of data, it is difficult
to make any definite statement regarding readership.)

44. See Sdnchez-Marti (2006, 2009) or, for a summarized account, Burnley (1998: 29).
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extraordinary display of generosity. Such behaviour went against the moral val-
ues of prudence and thrift observed by wealthy city dwellers as well as by many
members of the gentry whose ancestors had to squander their wealth in knightly
pursuits.*> Hence the need to explain in plain terms why it should be praised.
Given Ipomedon’s later careless treatment of the persons he interacts with, the
Ipomadon poet may also have felt that he had to insist on the reward his character
gets from his polite consideration of the butler’s feelings. In his version of the sto-
ry, Ipomedon wins the undying devotion of the cupbearer, whose answer is more
developed than in the source, in which it is summed up in just one line (compare
Fr. Ipomedon 1. 500 with Ipomadon 1l. 473-478). It shows the greater attention
paid to characters of lower status in Ipomadon. In this text, they are represented
as worthy proponents of courtly codes of conduct. Even the varlets are rescued to
a certain extent from the negative portrayal they are given in the Anglo-Norman
source, in which they begin to snigger upon seeing Ipomedon leave for the cel-
lar in an inappropriate accoutrement. This mockery, which allowed me to qualify
Ipomedon’s gesture as a blunder, is replaced with the expression of the norm he
has transgressed in the English retelling: going to the cellar with your mantle on
is not “semand” (‘seemly’). No explanation is given as to why this is inappropri-
ate, but it might be because of the risks a varlet would run of soiling his clothes or,
worse still, the clothes worn by the people he is attending to, as a cape, even a small
one, would get in the way. Another reason might be found in the laws that forbade
commoners from wearing garments that outshone those of their betters.*® As the
exact status of a rich merchant or a landowner had become a matter of dispute
once they were given a place in Parliament, it is not surprising that the compiler
should have explained the matter in clearer terms than Hue, who composed his
poem for a less diversified audience.

While Ipomedon’s early blunder is rewritten as no blunder at all, The Proud
One’s offense is also refashioned to make it look less like a spiteful diatribe de-
signed to shame its addressee, and more like a well-meaning reproach that misses
its target because of the lady’s anger: a true blunder, rather than the “loathly” thing
The Proud One calls it. The positive treatment the queen receives involves the
suppression of the misogynistic comments on the wiles of women which pepper

45. Relatively few English romances deal, even briefly, with that aspect of the life of a knight,
however. Only one satirizes it at length, as far as I know: Sir Launfal, a late fourteenth-cen-
tury poem which deals with the misadventures of a noble steward. Launfal becomes desti-
tute because the king forgets to reward him for his services and is only saved from poverty
and shame by a fairy.

46. This norm was often transgressed, as the number of sumptuary laws issued from the reign
of Edward III in England shows.
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the original text, not just with regards to the trick she plays on the hero and his
friend (Fr. Ipomedon, 1. 830-832; 847-848), but in the rest of the story as well.
The original reactions of the recipients of her tirade are also reconsidered. In the
French poem, Jason is so angry that he is left speechless (Fr. Ipomedon, 1l. 909-
910) and unable to defend himself. In the verse redaction he is heart-broken and
in awe of her anger, but he seems to accept her rebuke as valid. The text implies
that he shares some of Ipomedon’s reluctance to leave aside the service of ladies
(Ipomadon, 11. 859-860) and take up jousting, so that The Proud One’s scolding is
not entirely undeserved (but still rude).

3.2 The reinvention of Ipomedon as a fallible human being and a model of
courtly values

Ipomedon’s initial refusal to joust is also revised to make it less unworthy of a truly
courteous man in the eyes of fifteenth-century readers. Here, the Ipomadon poet
(like the compiler who penned the prose version), adopts a clever strategy, which
begins with a more down-to-earth appreciation of the character’s qualities at the
beginning of the tale.

Vallet estait & beaus & gent,

De merveillous afaitement:

Nout el mund(e) si beau juvenceus
Ne si aligne ne si beaus

Ne si mult curteys ne si vaillant,

Si frang, si duc ne si soffrant.’

(Fr. Ipomedon, 11. 187-192)

Thus was he holdyn in his days
Comely, kynde and curtayes
Bothe wyth kynge and quene,
Hende and happy ther wyth all;*3
(Ipomadon, 11. 154-168)

While in the French text the hero is from the beginning a paragon of virtues, in
the English version he is presented as a promising lad, with the kind of qualities
that came as a matter of course to the noble heroes of romances: being “comely,

47. ‘He was a varlet, and so handsome, with such amiable manners, that in the world there was
no one, as well-proportioned or as beautiful, as courteous or as valiant, as noble, as gentle or as
patient’

48. ‘He was considered at the time to be comely, kind and courteous, both with king and queen;
noble and merry with all’

printed on 2/10/2023 5:17 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conlterns-of -use



44

Tatjana Silec-Plessis

EBSCChost -

kynde and curtayes” was quite ordinary for them. What is more, the English re-
dactors continue their revision of the hero’s initial make-up by mentioning that
Ipomedon has no experience of the world (Ipomadon, 1. 162), much to his shame
(Ipomedon, p. 324), something which does not feature in the source. This is an
important emendation. It provides something of an excuse for his behaviour, at
least in its early stages, as a man with little experience of the world will necessarily
stumble at first once he steps out into it. It is an excuse specifically tailored for fif-
teenth-century readers of the romance. In the French poem, the narrator focuses
instead on the young age of the hero, who has much to learn, despite being “bien
lettrez” (Fr. Ipomedon, 11. 203-206). There is no mention of an outside world whose
complex rules can only be mastered over time, or of Jpomedon being aware that
he might still have something to learn. As we have seen, his desire to go abroad to
improve his manners is merely the lie he serves his parents; he never, ever doubts
his skills as a courtier in the Anglo-Norman poem. Yet the English compilers turn
the blissful ignorance in which he stands with regards to his shortcomings into all-
consuming feelings of inadequacy: a fundamental rewriting of the original charac-
ter aimed at making him more palatable to middle-class readers who might have
suffered from the same misgivings.

While this strategy works particularly well for the hero’s blunders at the be-
ginning of the story, it does not explain Ipomedon’s behaviour once he leaves The
Proud One’s court. Here the author of the prose compilation and the man behind
the versified redaction depart somewhat in their appreciation of the problem and
the ways in which to solve it.

The anonymity provided by Ipomedon’s life at the Calabrian court as the “for-
eign varlet” allows him to ignore the duties he would have had to shoulder as a
king’s son, something the English redactors tried to gloss over or, when that proved
impossible, were careful to condemn. The strategy of self-presentation Susan
Crane (1997) observed, not just in fictional narratives, but also in the pageants and
disguisings organised by English kings and princes, was obviously not acceptable
to the compilers. It was not the kind of scheme that their readers should try to em-
ulate in order to improve their standing. Nor was the refusal to be constrained by
the norms of the times. It is the author of the prose Ipomedon who pronounces the
harshest judgment upon the hero’s initial refusal to joust, although he quickly adds
that Ipomedon went on to be “a noble, worthy man of arms” so as not to lose his
readers’ interest at such an early point in the tale, while admitting that he does not
see why “he preved him self ... so privelie and so in covert, that wonder was...”*
(Ipomedon, p. 325). Still, he is keen to have his readers see the character in a posi-
tive light, and thus chooses among the various excuses Ipomedon offers in the

49. ‘he proved himself to be...so discreet and so secretive, that it was baffling’
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source the only one that makes sense, both from an ethical and a social perspective.
His hero thus says in his defence that “[a] man, that has pride in his wele dooing
and makes boist therof, both he displeses god and hyndres his astate”>° (Ipomedon,
p. 330-31). Ipomedon conflates the acknowledgment of his prowess with boast-
ing (and therefore with the mortal sin of pride) and a lessening of one’s “estate”
(or positive face). In his view, it becomes a self-inflicted face-threat: a somewhat
contradictory stance in which the humility of the first reason he provides collides
with the deep-seated haughtiness which transpires in the second. This is some-
thing the author of Ipomadon realized, and he made a different choice. Instead,
he presents his character as being a little too proud for his own good rather than
too secretive. Rather than making him be concerned by his “estate”, he ingratiates
him to his readers by implying that the boy is so in love that it impairs his reason.
Ipomedon’s grand assertion that “In few wordes ys curtesye:/ Lette his dedes bere
wittenes, why/ He shuld be louyde agayne!™! (Ipomadon, 11. 2339-2341) reads as
the protestation of a spurned lover, rather than as the kind of gnomic assertion that
is usually used by people when they want to appear wise. The first part of his dec-
laration is only loosely connected to the second, and the word “courtesy” appears
to have been tagged there in lieu of “true valour” (or something similar) precisely
because courtesy is the compiler’s main object in Ipomadon, rather the character’s
chivalric deeds. It also looks rather foolish because, as exemplified in the dialogues
analysed above, by the time the Anglo-Norman romance was rewritten in English,
courtesy was not “in few words” anymore, — quite the opposite.

4. Conclusion

In the French Ipomedon we are invited to look at the hero as the greatest lover
on earth, although many scholars agree that this is a joke on the part of Hue de
Rotelande. The narrators of the Middle English retellings studied here are more
cautious in their conclusions. Since the ending is missing in Ipomedon, we do not
know what the compiler made of the moral of the tale. In Ipomadon the audi-
ence is told that the hero is a “straunge lover” (I. 15) and that his story is proof
that being united with one’s love at last is a worthy recompense for one’s travails
(1. 8736-39): a rather bland comment and further evidence that the redactor felt
uncomfortable with certain aspects of his source. The dichotomy between the way

50. ‘A man who is proud of his good deeds and boasts about them displeases God and loses
some of his dignity’

51. ‘[True] courtesy speaks little. Let a man’s deeds bear witness to why he should be loved
again!’
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Ipomedon is presented by the original narrator as the ideal courtier and knight,
and what his actions reveal (i.e. that he is far from perfect), was a source of con-
cern to the English compilers. Judging from the emendations they made to their
source, the correspondence between manners and morals seems to have become
more stringent in the two or three centuries that separate the Anglo-Norman
poem from its English redactions. The various manners in which they try to miti-
gate the hero’s failures, or at least to provide an explanation for them, testify to
a crystallization (or calcification) of the prescriptive norms of courtly behaviour
(and the ethics that informed them) in English romances. This phenomenon oc-
curred at a time when those norms were also subjected to the kind of social and
political forces that would eventually pave the way for new forms of politeness,
whose influence can also be seen in the changes made to the texts under study.
Their authors provide psychosocial explanations for Ipomedon’s behaviour that
do not feature in the source and hint at the fact that it was becoming possible to
distinguish between a person’s origins, morals and manners by the end of the four-
teenth century. With his perfect features, his inscrutable motives, his quizzical and
at times downright cruel behaviour, Hue’s hero shared many characteristics with
the fairies of Celtic folklore, and he seemed a little inhuman: a cypher rather than
a creature of flesh and blood. In the English narratives under study, he turns into a
fallible character, capable of incredible deeds, but also of incredibly stupid actions,
despite his princely origins and his good breeding.

In the introduction I wondered whether there was any possibility for the kind
of mistake we now call blunder to be experienced and reported as such in medieval
narratives, maybe under some other name. Judging from the texts under study, the
answer is: no, not really. The fact that the word itself had to be borrowed from an-
other language shows that it filled a void. Once manners (and even looks, with the
right tailor and barber) became something you could acquire, no matter what your
origins were, minor transgressions of the kind Ipomedon makes in his youth could
be rewritten as temporary lapses of judgment rather than expressions of moral
failure. While the authors of the prose compilation and the verse adaptation were
clearly aware that blunders were possible, they were unable to conceptualize them
fully. If romances often reveal “attitudes and behaviours that are not always com-
pletely articulated (...) and indeed not always acknowledged even as a possibility”
(Radulescu and Rashton 2009: 4), as opposed to books of manners in which only
approved, well-identified behaviours are presented, then the Ipomedon cluster of
texts does not only lend weight to this view, it also shows that the value of fictional
narratives for politeness studies lies not only in the concepts they elaborate upon,
but also in those they fail to adequately define or even represent.
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Unrestrained acting and norms of behaviour

Excess and instruction in The Legend of Good Women

Laura Pereira Dominguez
Universidad de Santiago de Compostela

This paper analyses two stories of The Legend of Good Women, by Geoftrey
Chaucer, as examples of the reception of Ovidian tradition in the fourteenth

and fifteenth centuries in Europe. The main characters of these fictions embody
desired virtues for women, but a closer scrutiny reveals that these supposedly
exemplary characters transgress the limits of the morality of the period through
actions and gestures that would not be acceptable for real women. These descrip-
tions of ethically unrestrained bodily movement cannot be read as literal norms
of conduct. Rather, these actions are used as a means to achieve the emotional
experience. This paper examines how these actions are depicted and what their
relation is to the overall meaning of the narrative.

Keywords: Geoffrey Chaucer, bodily movement, performance, virtue, conduct,
Medieval literature, The Legend of Good Women

1. Introduction

Deviations from behavioural norms in medieval literature opens up a study
framework closely bound to ethics. Finding blunders in medieval culture, at least
as we understand the concept today, is not a simple task, since actions, virtues and
habits were unavoidably connected at a time when stylized acts conveyed funda-
mental meanings in society. In accordance with medieval ethics, internal values
are reflected on one’s physical appearance and vice versa. Following Aristotelian
ethics, virtue in the Late Middle Ages was understood as “a habitus formed by the
repeated exercise of inborn human abilities” (Bejczy 2007: 1).! In other words,
individuals were expected to practise good habits repeatedly and these repetitions

1. Aristotle’s ethics flourished in the thirteenth century, his ideas were known in earlier times
due to the transmission by other authors. See Bejczy (2007) on the topic.
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formed the virtues of their souls. In this sense, an action defined by its inadequacy
in a given situation could not be considered a blunder or a mistake; rather, for
medieval society, every act entailed a demonstration of one’s true self. The actions
that people performed exhibited their virtues. The first step in trying to under-
stand how medieval norms of conduct? and deviations from them work is the
examination of books that address such guidelines. Among them was the widely
disseminated late medieval genre of exempla, or short narratives of a character’s
remarkable deeds inserted in larger works to illustrate and strengthen an argu-
ment. They depicted gestures and actions to obtain their didactic objectives. These
tales constituted a fundamental part of various types of behavioural literature, but
they were also used with different ends in works of fiction.?

These tales originate from different cultural contexts, such as ancient mythol-
ogy, hagiography or even historiography, but in this chapter, I will examine two
particular stories from Geoftrey Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women, the legends
of Thisbe and of Lucretia. They retell the outstanding lives of classical characters
within a tradition that arrives to late medieval culture primarily from Boccaccio’s
De mulieribus claris, but also from classical works by Titus Livy or Ovid. Chaucer
shapes the Legend as a collection of biographies of good women who may be seen
as truly exemplary women or as part of a literary convention that allows Chaucer
to play with the literary tradition.* In any case, these exemplary tales show ac-
tions that transgress or deviate from the norms of conduct that the medieval so-
ciety commonly accepted. In a fictional frame this type of actions does not call
the attention of readers and critics, but in the context of (ironical or not) exem-
pla, they invite us to consider their function and their relation to the meaning of
the whole narrative.

2. Exempla and the idea of good women

In the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, the lives of good women were treated
as exempla, or short stories that “can be used as evidence in support of a doctri-
nal, religious or moral exposition” (Welter, in Lacarra 1986: 25). This genre brings

2. In this essay I will refer to Christian morality and the Christian interpretation of the cardinal
and the theological virtues.

3. I refer to behavioural literature as a wide range of books that include some sort of recom-
mendations for medieval people.

4. In the “Prologue” to The Legend of Good Women, Chaucer echoes Le roman de la Rose and
recognizes the importance of the “olde bokes” for remembrance (vv. 25-26).
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together the three rhetorical functions: docere (‘to teach’), delectare (‘to entertain’)
and movere (‘to move’). An exemplum was an important part of educative dis-
courses throughout the Middle Ages, but by the end of the period, exempla devel-
oped from unequivocal parables to stories with various meanings, depending on
the author’s moral argument.® During the last centuries of the European Middle
Ages and the Renaissance, a change took place in the preferred sources, characters,
reception and intention. In addition to religious exempla, traditionally inserted in
sermons, a whole new range of narratives from biblical, classical or contemporary
sources were assimilated to the new tradition (Harto Trujillo 2011).

Different possible interpretations of exempla implied the opportunity for as-
cribing new meanings to the protagonists’ character and their actions in the story,
and this new perspective coincided in time with a shift in society that can be ex-
plained by historical factors of various kinds. On an intellectual level, the histori-
cal-cultural context is defined by the influence of humanistic ideas, which gained
in popularity at French universities in the thirteenth century and quickly spread
throughout Europe.® These ideas affected the ways in which human customs and
individual actions were valorised in the definition of a person, to the detriment
of a class determinism. From a political point of view, the consequences of this
new approach were a more flexible class mobility, fostered by the value placed
on the individual, and a new need to distinguish oneself from others. Since indi-
vidual decisions were gradually growing in importance, courtiers began to control
their customs and physical attitudes in order to maintain a social status which was
threatened by an increasingly wealthy bourgeoisie.”

On a historical level, the position of women in society was also re-evaluated
as they played more visible roles in society. During the Black Death in England,
as Sturges (2006) explains, women assumed new spaces in the labour market and
this allowed them a more independent life, a reality depicted by Geoffrey Chaucer
in his Canterbury Interlude (Bolens 2011). Also, Chaucer invokes an influential

5. Berlioz (1980) suggests that exempla when used as a part of a medieval sermon have an
unequivocal reading, which explains their effectiveness. Owst (1966) studied various types of
fictions used in medieval sermons.

6. Collette (2014) examines Chaucer’s Legend of Good Women in the light of the early human-
ism, a term she uses “to signify a sharpening focus on classical-Christian ideas of moral and
ethical praxis which appears in late fourteenth century European writing” (2014: 4). I refer to
this broad set of ideas and literary interests as “humanism” although its repercussion in late
medieval culture is not uniform and certainly differs from later approaches, as it is commonly
the case with intellectual trends.

7. Elias (1997) studied how manners were used by social groups to delimit their spaces in the
society.
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female literary audience in some of his works (McDonald 2000), a tendency
that reveals how female action in society was increasingly acknowledged. In the
European context, these general circumstances facilitated the emergence of the
querelle des femmes, ‘the woman question, a proliferation of texts and debates that
supported a favourable vision of women.

On an intellectual level, the genre of conduct books for women underwent
a fundamental shift, from a pious perspective to a focus on action.® The atten-
tion to women’s social duties and actions heeded in behavioural literature was
aligned with the spreading of a new repertoire of exempla that show female char-
acters in action, and one example of the consolidation of these collections is The
Legend of Good Women.

The heroines of Chaucer’s Legend come from the classical tradition with the
above-mentioned humanist ethos, which was beginning to form in the last de-
cades of the Middle Ages. Throughout the nine chapters of the Legend, Chaucer
retells ten stories centred on characters from Greek mythology and Roman his-
tory: Cleopatra, Thisbe, Dido, Hypsipyle, Medea, Lucretia, Ariadne, Philomela,
Phyllis and Hypermnestra. According to his own words, his main sources are Titus
Livy and Ovid (vv. 1683), who were two of the authors that were more widely used
by medieval writers, such as Giovanni Boccaccio in Italy, Christine de Pizan in
France or Alvaro de Luna in Castile, in their recreation of the outstanding actions
of these legendary women.” Although drawn from the same tradition, these leg-
endary characters offer slightly different versions in every book. Their meanings
become clearer with the presence of myths: “moral exempla must be read not as
conveyors of universal values but as products of the interests of particular authors”
Shutters (2009: 79). The very concept of myth ensures its return to varying cultural
contexts for which its components are re-interpreted and re-used to offer explana-
tions of the world, but each textual tradition or each culture that reformulates the
myth determines certain narrative features that limit its meaning. Classical myths
in medieval literature deal with topics that are relevant to medieval society, while
the remote spatial and temporal frame of the story allows the writers to exploit the

8. Mews (2011) locates the origin of this change in the Specula dominarum, a book written by
Durand of Champagne in 1300 and addressed to Jeanne of Navarre. According to Mews, this
book means “a significant shift in the character of religious writing for women, in moving away
from a purely interior focus to one that combines spiritual advice with ethical discussion, of a
sort traditionally conducted in a scholastic milieu and addressed only to men” (Mews 2011: 14).

9. Boccaccio was a reputed Latin author in the Middle Ages and his De mulieribus claris (1361-
75) inspired notable poets, such as Chaucer himself, Christine de Pizan (La cité des dames, 1405)
or Alvaro de Luna (Virtuosas e claras mugeres, 1446). In addition to Boccaccio’s influence, these
poets draw their legends from other classical sources, in particular from Ovid and Titus Livy.
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depiction of shocking deeds, extraordinary characters, immoral actions or mar-
vellous events for the sake of entertainment.

Exemplarity, as a main aspect of the lives of outstanding women, pose some
questions about the meaning and form of actions that seem to divert Christian
morality. In a strict sense, the Legend of Good Women is not an educational book.
Rather, Chaucer plays with literary conventions related to courtly love.!® However,
the heroines he chooses address what Burger (2018: 76) considers the continuum
of conduct literature, a notion that means that “textual genres and terrains that
might once have been kept separate — sermons, exemplary stories, devotional lit-
erature, satire, fin‘amors texts and practices, the speculum principis, biblical history,
rhetorical manuals, debate, how-to collections, and wise sayings — can be brought
together to produce innovative, hybrid models for female subjectivity and right
action in the world” Moreover, Chaucer’s Legend starts with a prologue in which
the narrator affirms to be willing to retract his previous defamations of women!!
and this statement initiates a collection of lives of good women that illustrate
this argument.

True or not, this premise creates an exemplary aura over the characters.
Exemplarity conveys two meanings: firstly, these heroines are a model for literary
characters; secondly, the same model also applies to good women. As to the first
sense, the narrator, who we can identify as Chaucer, aspires to compensate other
amorous narratives in which women are portrayed by misogynistic clichés. The
collection of exempla addresses, then, “the topic of women’s fidelity and steadfast-
ness in love functions” (Collette 2014: 34). But in the latter sense, the book raises
questions of discipline and conduct regulations that were very relevant in the his-
torical context, and accordingly the depiction of these heroines in action follow
and set models of behaviour for women. This does not mean that the expected
audience for the Legend were exclusively women; however, it is possible to find
different references to a feminine audience in various parts of the book.!? These

10. In the Legend of Good Women, Chaucer re-creates the fin'amors conventions or, as con-
temporary critics refer to it, courtly love. Percival (2005) offers a suggestive reading of the mo-
tif of the daisy in the Prologue of Chaucer’s Legend, connected to the French love tradition.
According to St John (2000), in the Legend of Good Women, Chaucer invites the reader to engage
critically with the poetry of fin'amors.

11. On the differences between the two versions of the Prologue see Quinn (1994) and Percival
(1998).

12. Some of these references can be found in the story of Thisbe: “And rightwis god to every
lover sende, / that loveth trewely, more prosperitee / than ever hadde Piramus and Tisbe! / And
lat no gentil woman her assure / to putten her in swiche an aventure” (vv. 905-909, And may
God send to every lover who loves truly more prosperity than ever had Pyramus and Thisbe!
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direct allusions are usually introduced as part of the narrator’s remarks that make
explicit the educational message of the narrative or, at least, reinforce the exem-
plarity of the fictions. Also, the forms of the texts and the whole collection draw
parallels to hagiography, which was a popular genre in medieval culture. In the
Middle Ages, lives of saints “present idealized feminine behaviour and encourage
female audiences to adopt it” (Sanok 2007: ix). This way of reading these narratives
was certainly in the mind of Chaucer’s audience.!?

Apart from the form and reception connections, Chaucer’s legends and hagi-
ography share an important feature: both types of texts depict extraordinary events
that deal with the marvellous or incredible elements.!* In the case of the story of
Philomena and Procne, for instance, the reader encounters the intervention of
gods while in the lives of saints, God usually interferes to change the fortune of
the protagonists. Marvellous elements contribute to the creation of a remote world
from the daily life of the readers. Meanwhile, Roman legends are presented as his-
torical narrations and, therefore, these exempla belong to the category of historia
(“true deeds that have happened”) or argumentum (plausible narrations, “things
that, even if they have not happened, nevertheless could happen”), if we consider
the distinction established by Isidore of Seville.!>

At the same time, the Legend can be read as a “historicizing project, a means
of bringing the past into the present” (Collette 2014: 34). Chaucer as the narrator
comments on the legends and draws parallels between the legendary world and
his contemporary context in order to create an illusion of history. These authorial
clarifications bridge the gap between the world of the characters and that of the
readers and, in addition to reconciling both worlds, they enhance the verisimili-
tude of the stories. This means that the world depicted in the Legend is not the same
as the readers’ world, even if both share some features. Alterity, as Jauss suggested,

And let no gentlewomen start such an adventure’). Or in the legend of Lucretia: “And as of men,
loketh which tirannye / they doon alday; assay hem who so liste, / the trewest is ful brotel for
to triste” (vv. 1883-1885, ‘And as for men, see what tyranny they always cause; test them as you
please, the truest is too weak for you to trust’).

13. Such is the case that McDonald (2000: 22) suggests that the Legend of Good Women “is
constructed on the model of saint’s lives but records the histories of markedly unholy pagan
women.” Scanlon (2009: 172) goes a step further and affirms that “Chaucer clearly intends ‘leg-
end’ to be read in its medieval association with hagiography.”

14. “Hagiography” is the account of the life of a saint and his or her miracles.

15. “History, ‘plausible narration’ (argumentum), and fable differ from one another. Histories
are true deeds that have happened, plausible narrations are things that, even if they have not
happened, nevertheless could happen, and fables are things that have not happened and cannot
happen, because they are contrary to nature” (Barney et al. 2010: 67).
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makes possible the recognition of the otherness of a world that, at first glance,
can be read as known, but then “in order to become conscious of this otherness
of a departed past, a reflective consideration of its surprising aspects is called for”
(Jauss 1979: 182). Jauss’ theory explains how readers engage with past narratives
to activate heuristic procedures. According to his theory, “literary understanding
first becomes dialogic when the alterity of the text is sought out and acknowledged
before the horizon of one’s own expectations — with the result that instead of at-
tempting a naive fusion of horizons, one’s own expectation will be corrected and
expanded through the experience of the other” (Jauss, in Rush 1997: 111). This
idea might be the first clue that helps to understand how some gestures can be
received as morally exemplary, although these same gestures would be despicable
when performed in the readers’ world.

The process explained by Jauss is very similar to that described by Sanok for
medieval women readers of lives of saints, who “needed to attend to the histori-
cal difference separating them from the saints they were encouraged to take as
examples, whether or not they did so self-consciously” (Sanok 2007: 7-8) in order
to adapt the case to their cultural context. In this sense, exempla enable a recep-
tion that is sensitive to striking deeds but can easily extract a moral lesson out
of them. More or less delimited in time, this particular characterization of the
past of exempla unfolds different “horizons of expectation” (Jauss 1979) in which
certain excessive actions are plausible and easily combined with the ideology of
the readers. Beyond the educational purpose, this cultural distance allows the
reader to find amusement in these narratives, and thus the text fulfils the delectare
dimension of exempla.

Chaucer creates this specific temporal frame in his legends, which is paradoxi-
cally both far from and close to the reality of his audience. The legends are set far
enough to contain deeds that transgress the morality of his time, but close enough to
the readers’ reality to be understood as a model of behaviour for medieval women.

3. 'The representation of despicable actions

Readers of the Legend engage with the lives of the good women by two means:
the volume is a collection of exemplary characters (and thus it teaches), and it is a
literary exercise (and thus it amuses). Both sides of the lives affect the moral con-
ception of the characters as well as the action that reveal their virtues. Nonetheless,
it is necessary to explain the modes of representation and functions of despicable
or undesirable actions in the Legend of Good Women. I will analyse two lives; the
legend of Thisbe, from the Greek tradition, and the legend of Lucretia, one of the
most widespread Roman stories in the Middle Ages. These are examples of lives of
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women who stand out because of their fidelity and, surprisingly, one of the most
repeated actions that show a desirable attitude to suicide.'®

Different characters of the Legend of Good Women end their own lives for
reasons related to love, but every case is unique. If we take into consideration the
history of Lucretia and Thisbe, the singularity of the depiction of each action be-
comes clear. Chaucer’s Lucretia commits suicide after being raped, an action that
has been read as proof of marital affectio (Shutters 2009).!” The reasons for Thisbe’s
suicide, however, must be found in a non-marital sphere in which passion and dis-
obedience to her family are the primary forces that trigger her action. This has led
to an ambiguous interpretation of the narrative, even an ironic one (Spisak 1984).

Thisbe and Pyramus are two young lovers from Babylon whose parents forbid
their relationship, so they decide to escape from the city and meet far from the
city walls. Thisbe arrives to the meeting point first, cloaked in a veil, and waits for
Pyramus. In the meantime, a lioness appears with her bloody jaws, so the young
woman flees with such haste that she leaves behind her veil. The lioness finds it
and destroys it, leaving stains of blood from a previous prey. Shortly after, Pyramus
arrives at the agreed place and he is horrified by the sight of Thisbe’s veil, which
leads him to believe that she has been killed. Regretting his delay, he stabs himself
with his sword. When Thisbe comes out of her hiding, she finds her dying lover
and decides to kill herself with the same weapon.

The story can be found in Ovid’s Metamorphosis, and in that version the white
berries of a near bush turn red because of the lovers’ shed blood. This marvellous
element, which explains the origin of blueberries, is deleted in Chaucer’s version,
a decision that brings this account closer to a plausible past. The illusion is rein-
forced by a clear temporal delimitation: at the beginning of the legend the narrator
specifies that the story takes place in Babylon when queen Semiramis is the ruler
of the empire (vv. 706-709). Hence the legendary time is presented as historical.
The explanations of the customs of the fictional world,'® disseminated throughout

16. Murray (1998) explains how suicide in the Middle Ages was considered a sin and a cause of
dishonour, to the extent that in most regions of Europe the suicidal body could be punished in
public and even the family could lose their properties.

17. This is an important issue in the Late Middle Ages, when the debates around marriage were
continuous. Eventually, these debates led to consider marriage as a sacrament.

18. These clarifications focus on the customs of the departed past: “As ofte in grete tounes is the
wone’, v. 714 (‘as often in great towns is the custom’); “for in that contree yit, withouten doute,
/ maidens been y-kept, for ielosye, / fil streite”, vv.721-723 (‘for in that country still, without a
doubt, maidens were guarded jealously and restrictively’); “for olde payens that ydoles heried
/ useden tho in feldes to ben beried”, vv. 786-787 (‘old pagans who praised idols were usually
buried in the open country’).
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the story, also serve to underline the verisimilitude of the story. The narrator does
not necessarily seek historiographic rigour. He rather creates plausibility through
this mechanism and simultaneously draws the readers’ attention to the differences
between the everyday life and the legendary world.

In the legend of Lucretia, the narrator follows a very similar strategy even
though the Roman tradition was commonly read as a nearer past by the medieval
audience, in comparison with Greek mythology. The history of Lucretia recounts
her rape and consequent suicide. Her husband Collatinus when engaged in a dis-
cussion with a group of men about their wives, decided to prove that Lucretia was
the most virtuous wife of all. With that in mind, he invited the group to spy on his
wife. Among them, there was Tarquinius (the son of the king), who became in-
flamed with desire as a result of the vision of the virtuous Lucretia in her chamber.
Taking advantage of the silent night, Tarquinius entered Lucretia’s room and raped
her. This aggression caused great suffering in Lucretia, so she confessed to her
family and friends what had happened and, then, committed suicide. This striking
deed inspired the overthrow of the monarchy.

The temporal frame of the exemplum is delimited by the mention of the Roman
kings, indicating the time when the story takes place. The narrator also declares,
and comments on, the sources of the history: Ovid, Titus Livy and Augustine of
Hippo. So the text intertwines devices to generate verisimilitude and authority.
Throughout the story, the narrator offers different clarifications on customs of
the legendary world, just as in the legend of Thisbe.!” Again, this strategy creates
closeness and distance at the same time. When the narrator indicates the similarity
of both realities, he also acknowledges their differences.

This is a deliberat authorial decision aimed to direct the readers’ interpretation
of the fiction. In a plausible context, morally transgressive actions have a greater
impact on the audience, and the author achieves one of the objectives of the exem-
pla more easily: moving the readers. To this end, the author uses three basic tech-
niques that define the poetics of the depiction of these actions. First, the central
episodes of the story strengthen the visuality of the narration through narrated
gestures. Bringing action to narrative enables kinesthetic empathy, which allows
the readers to infer kinesthetic sensations via their memory (Bolens 2012). When
the narrator presents the actions focusing on the bodily movements, the readers
connect their literary perception to their kinesthetic knowledge, an operation that

19. As an example, we can mention an explanation of a Roman common attitude, according to
the narrator: “thise Romain wyves loveden so hir name / at thilke tyme” (v. 1812-1813) (‘these
Roman wives loved their name at that time’).
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creates the illusion of seeing the events before one’s eyes and therefore enhances
the effectiveness of the narrative.?

Second, most of the gestures are gesticulationes, in other words, non-tempered
gestures. Schmitt (1990) noted the emergence of two different Latin words in the
Middle Ages, gestus, or gesture in a neutral sense, and gesticulatio, or undesirable
gesture. The difference is purely moral and a gesticulatio is the consequence of dis-
orders and sins,?! in other words, these gestures are the result of a lack of temper-
ance in one’s soul. Temperance is the cardinal virtue that ensures the control of ap-
petites and evil inclinations and it was highly recommended by medieval conduct
discourses. Nevertheless, referring to women, temperance used to involve sexual
restraint, due to the medieval conception of female beauty as a source of sins.?
Gesticulatio, then, comprised ignoble and mean gestures (that could be related
to vices such as luxury or pride), extreme ways of showing emotions, or actions
typically associated with certain social groups, among which Schmitt mentions
minstrels and prostitutes (Schmitt 1990: 140).

And third, sex and death are the subjects of the central scenes. Although sex
and death were a common matter of literature and art in the Middle Ages, their
presence is still disturbing, especially when both elements are combined. The re-
sulting images reach great poetic and aesthetic intensity,?> which contributes to
the emotional dimension of the narrative and is connected to the exempla’s defin-
ing intention of movere. Now, I will look more closely at the literary configuration
of these actions.

20. Bolens (2012) follows Alain Berthoz to define kinesthesia as “the ensemble of information
provided by muscular articulatory proprioceptors and by the motor commands of locomotion”
(Berthoz, in Bolens 2012: 2).

21. According to Schmitt, “le couple ennemi gestus-gesticulatio est 'une des grandes figures de
I’antagonisme de I'ordre et du désordre sur la scéne médiévale des gestes” (1990: 30) (“the op-
posite pair gestus-gesticulatio is one of the great figures of the antagonism of order and disorder
on the medieval scene of gestures”).

22. This idea was already present in religious authors, such as Tertullian in his De cultu femina-
rum (see Colish 1990), and became a topos of misogynistic literature.

23. Cueto (2005) suggests that the intensity of the effect sought by the author with the depiction
of death lays in its aesthetic dimension, in the stylization of death, rather than in its cultural
meaning.
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4. Thelegend of Thisbe

The legend of Thisbe focuses on two moments of Thisbe’s life: her first years when
she falls in love with Pyramus and the lovers’ flight from the city with its tragic
ending. The subject of the first moment is the growing love between Pyramus and
Thisbe. According to the fin‘amors conventions that Chaucer adopts in the Legend,
chaste love is an arrow shot from the woman’s eyes when she looks at the man,
but in this case the author stresses that the link between the two lovers is the voice
rather than the sight. The gossip of some neighbours fuels the desire of young
Pyramus and Thisbe. Women who encourage secret love could remind the readers
of the role of the old procuress, whose objective was to divert chaste love to a more
physical desire. However, the walls of their homes make physicality impossible be-
tween Pyramus and Thisbe. Only a narrow cleft in the walls that keep them sepa-
rated allows them to hear each other’s voices. Their gazes never meet. In fin'amors
practices, impossible love causes great physical and emotional suffering, but the
text portrays a different lover’s reaction: “the colde wal they wolden kisse of stoon”
(v.768) (‘they would kiss the cold wall of stone’). The chastity and the honesty of
their love is not highlighted in any part of the text; rather, the narrator shows how
Pyramus and Thisbe try to connect their bodies through a sensual action (kissing),
although they are kept separated. In order to achieve his objective, the narrator
describes actions and physical sensation. In addition, chaste conception of love is
reinforced by the use of lexicon of desire (kissen, ‘kiss’; fyr, ‘fire;, love) and deceit
(sleighte, ‘stratagem’; deceyve, ‘deceive’; begyl, ‘beguile’) throughout the first pas-
sage, until the young lovers escape.

The second moment of the narrative starts when Thisbe leaves her home se-
cretly in the night, after promising Pyramus that they would escape together.

(1) This Tisbe hath so greet affeccioun
And so greet lyking Piramus to see,
That, whan she seigh her tyme mighte be,
At night she stal awey ful prively
With her face y-wimpled subtilly. (Vvv.793-797)

“Thisbe had such great affection

and such desire to see Pyramus

that when she saw her time had come,

at night she stole away in concealment
with her face covered with a wimple subtly’

In these five lines, the narrator summarizes the situation that he has created in the
long first section of the story from Thisbe’s perspective. Love inspires unstoppable
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emotions (affection and desire) that lead the characters to deceive their families
and friends in order to meet each other. Thisbe arrives at the meadow where the
lovers will meet. The second moment of the narrative is located outdoors, far from
the city, and far from family and friends in their role as guardians of the lovers
and as safeguards of social norms. In contrast to the city, the natural environment
enables the lovers’ encounter.

From a narratological perspective, this section of the story is characterized
by visuality, which is achieved through narrated gestures, generally motivated by
emotions. The great affection that brings Thisbe to the meadow turns into terror
when the lioness reaches the field where she is waiting for Pyramus. Love had
made her “so hardy” (v. 803, ‘so brave’) that she left her family and friends, but
when she feels threatened by the lioness, “she rist her up, with a ful drery herte
/ and in a cave with dreadful foot she sterte” (vv. 810-811, ‘she rose up with a
heart full of dread and darted into a cave with fearful foot). Gestures are carefully
depicted, and the alliance between emotions and gestures achieves a more com-
plex visuality affecting the reader. When Pyramus arrives in the field the terror in-
creases, which is also expressed with embodied emotions: “in his herte he sodeinly
agroos, / and pale he wex, therwith his heer aroos” (vv. 830-831, ‘in his heart he
suddenly trembled and became pale and therewith his hair arose’).

We find more and more references to emotion and gestures until we reach the
climax of the legend, the physical encounter of Thisbe and a dying Pyramus:

(2) Who coude wryte whiche a deedly chere
Hath Tisbe now, and how her heer she rente,
And how she gan her-selve to turmente,
And how she lyth and swowneth on the grounde,
How medeleth she his blood with her compleynte,
And with his blood her-selven gan she peynte;
How clippeth she the dede cors, allas?
How doth this woful Tisbe in this cas!
How kisseth she his frosty mouth so cold! (vv. 869-878)

‘Who could write what deadly face

had Thisbe now, and how she rent her hair,

and how she began herself to torment,

and how she remained and swooned on the ground,
how she mingled his blood with her lament,

and with his blood she began to paint herself,

how she embraced the dead body;, alas!

How this woeful Thisbe acted in this case!

How she kissed his frosty mouth so cold!”
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Emotion and body movements are crucial in this narrative. Furthermore, emo-
tions are expressed through movements of the body. If we take into consideration
the effect of the text on the readers, we can argue that gestures play an important
part in creating emotions in the audience. This is an idea that arose in classical po-
etics, which claimed that the effect of fiction was stronger when the writer put ante
oculos (before one’s eyes)?* the story, in other words, when the writer presented it
vividly. When Thisbe arrives on the scene again, the narrator’s voice seems to dis-
appear while Thisbe performs gestures and pronounces her speech, achieving the
illusion that the reader sees and listens to the character. Narrated gestures have an
essential role in creating this effect, since they activate our kinesic intelligence, that
is, “the faculty that enables us to produce and use perceptual simulations in or-
der to understand narrated movements and gestures” (Bolens 2012: 19). Narrated
gestures and actions activate this kind of knowledge, which is the same when we
perceive a work of art or a real gesture.

The dynamism of this scene creates the illusion in the reader’s mind of seeing
the narrated events, and hence the emotional dimension of the exempla is en-
hanced. The same rhetorical component is achieved using gesticulationes. In these
verses, the text shows a Thisbe who is overwhelmed with emotion, and her deep
sorrow is portrayed through extreme gestures, such as lying on the ground, rend-
ing her hair or painting her body with Pyramus’ blood. In parallel, she interacts
with a dead body performing sensual acts like kissing, even though the coldness of
the body lessens the sexual connotation of the scene.

Via visuality, the narrator can manipulate the rhythm of the narration, ac-
celerating it with vocabulary that reinforces the illusion of movement or slowing
it down with amplifications that also generate tension during the fatal moments.
The rhythm of the passage reveals the highlighted scenes. The first sequence in the
meadow is dominated by danger, and the narrative rhythm reinforces this sensa-
tion. Action verbs dominate the section centred on Thisbe and the lioness, and
only when Pyramus appears does the rhythm of the text seem to slow down. At
this moment, in contrast to the tension presented before, the narrator explains
Pyramus’ delay and describes the natural scenery that the character can see. When
the narrator speaks, the characters are not acting, and therefore the time of the plot

24. According to Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Poetics, the best stylistic decision that a poet can make
in telling a story is putting the events before his and the audience’s eyes. As Janko explains in
his edition of the Poetics, “the poet should visualise the events both as they happened and as
they will appear, when represented, to the audience. ‘Before the eyes’ is almost a technical term
for ‘vivid; in the Rhetoric, where it is defined as ‘to indicate things in activity’ (energeia)” (Janko
1987: 116). Aristotle devoted a section of his Rhetoric to the meaning of the expression, which
is closely related to the metaphor, and he linked it to the signs of action, in other words, to the
expressions that make the matter of the text sensitive and visible.
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expands. This illusion is strengthened by the reproduction of Pyramus’ lament, and
then the scene suddenly ends with the description of his suicide, in just three lines.

(3) And with that worde he smoot him to the herte.
The blood out of the wounde as brode sterte
As water, whan the conduit broken is (v. 850-853)

‘And with these words he smote him to the heart.
The blood started to come out of the wound widely
as water when the conduit is broken’

The narrator here uses a metaphor to express how the blood flows out of Pyramus’
body, creating a powerful and moving image before the reader’s eyes. Just after
Pyramus’ suicide, Thisbe enters the scene and the tempo of the narration varies:
Thisbe sees Pyramus on the ground and the speed increases by means of the ac-
cumulation of emotional actions; the lovers touch in a slow and descriptive action
(vv. 883-886); the tempo accelerates again with action verbs referring to Thisbe
(rist up, seigh her wimpel, spak she) and culminates in her lament and suicide.
Thisbe’s death is the climax of the episode and the three elements, emotion, ges-
ture and tempo, are combined in its portrayal.

(4) And, with that worde, his swerd she took as swythe,
That warm was of her loves blood and hoot,
And to the herte she her-selven smoot. (vv. 912-915)

‘And with that word she took his sword swiftly,
which was still warm with her lover’s blood and hot,
and she smote it to her own heart’

The lack of fear in Thisbe’s heart creates a new emotional tone, which is radi-
cally different from the previous one. The gesture is narrated with two different
points of time: first, she holds the sword, and then, she smites her body with
Pyramus’ weapon. At this moment, the action is delayed by the description of the
weapon covered in blood before Thisbe kills herself. As a result, the final action
is expanded in time.

A key element in the interpretation of the story is the addition of a third fea-
ture: virtue. Love inspires Thisbe’s strengthe and hardinesse, ‘strength’ and ‘bold-
ness, two of the moral components of the cardinal virtue fortitudo. For medieval
ethics, fortitudo is associated with moral strength shown through endurance and
resilience, or through courage. Thisbe carries out a bold action for which she
needs a sword, a manly tool that highlights her physical vigour. The sword does
not conform with an ideal maiden, but she holds it and uses it without fear. In
the conclusion, the narrator suggests a meaning for the exemplum: “a woman can

printed on 2/10/2023 5:17 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conlterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

Unrestrained acting and norms of behaviour

65

/ Been as trewe and loving as a man!” (vv. 910-911, ‘a woman can be as true and
loving as a man’). In this way Thisbe becomes equal to men from a moral perspec-
tive; nevertheless, she had already been assimilated to masculine virtues through
her own actions. Far from the city, Thisbe acts physically and morally as a man.
The exemplum shows how women can love as honestly and loyally as men, insofar
as the lover “loveth trewely” (v. 906). With this condition, the ambiguity suggested
by Spisak (1984) arises, since the first section of the story, apparently, does not
recommend the type of love that was shared by Pyramus and Thisbe. The origin of
love is questioned, along with the trickery they used to circumvent their parents’
prohibition. And Pyramus, in his verbal lament, regrets his reckless attitude that
led to Thisbe’s death. It is possible to affirm, then, that Chaucer “shows us that
women are indeed as capable of living up to their promises in love as men; but in
order to live up to those promises, they have to be as foolish as the men who make
them” (Spisak 1984: 209).

5. Thelegend of Lucretia

At this point we can recall the legend of Lucretia, whose interpretation as an ex-
emplary character is undeniable.?> The comparison of the two depictions of sui-
cide clarifies the representation of excessive gestures with exemplary purposes.
At the beginning of the story, readers can see Lucretia through the eyes of the
men who spy on her. Her vision has a significant effect on two men: Collatinus
is moved by his wife’s virtue, revealed through her actions, and a great desire in-
flames Tarquinius. Lucretia’s image inspires compassion and love in Collatinus,
but a wicked desire in Tarquinius. This desire is defined by contrast with the true
love that Lucretia shows for her husband, and even by Tarquinius’ inability to
be moved. Tarquinius does not act according to reason and, eventually, he rapes
Lucretia. As a result of this violence, Lucretia comes before her family and friends,
who act as witnesses of her plaint and suicide.

The plot concatenates a series of short episodes on a cause-effect chain of
events: the men’s discussion leads them to spy on Lucretia; the vision moves
Collatinus and inspires Tarquinius’ desire; because of his desire, Tarquinius be-
comes mad; this madness causes Lucretia’s rape; the rape produces great suffer-
ing for Lucretia, and she acts accordingly (she grieves and commits suicide); the
sight of her dead body moves the people, and Tarquinius’ father, the king, is de-
posed. This relation between the parts of the plot serves a double purpose. From

25. The irony in some of the stories of the Legend has been pointed out by Spisak (1984) or
Percival (1998). But the legend of Lucretia is commonly read as a serious text.

printed on 2/10/2023 5:17 AMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. conlterns-of -use



66

Laura Pereira Dominguez

EBSCChost -

a narrative perspective, it generates a growing tension that culminates in a very
shocking action, i.e. Lucretia’s suicide in front of her beloved ones. In addition,
concerning the meaning of the exemplum, this disposition of the events exonerates
Lucretia, who is presented as a victim until the last moment.

Regarding the visuality of narrated gestures, the story can be divided into three
main scenes. First, the text presents Lucretia in the privacy of her home where she
performs actions that reveal her virtue.

(5) 'This noble wyf sat by her beddes syde
Dischevele, for no malice she ne thoghte;
And softe wolle our book seith that she wroghte
To kepen her fro slouthe and ydelnesse (vv. 1719-1722)

“This noble wife sat by her bedside

with her hair down, there was no malice in her mind,
and our book says she worked soft wool

to keep herself from laziness and idleness’

Lucretia is alone and busy with her domestic duties, a desirable behaviour for me-
dieval women, so despite the cultural distance Lucretia becomes a role model for
medieval wives. She is depicted with her hair down, an image that can be read
simultaneously as a sign of sensual femininity and as an opposition to the despised
use of cosmetics.?® Moreover Lucretia is sewing to avoid idleness, a commonly
valued feminine activity. The resulting image is the portrayal of a good wife in the
serenity of her room, a safe space. Lucretia’s observers are hidden, and she does
not suspect any dangers. She is allowed to act as she is, and this turns out to be in
a virtuous manner. She is performing her virtue through her actions, and further-
more these actions refer to habits, like sewing.?” After revealing to her servants her
concern for her husband, Lucretia acts as follows.

26. Hair is a very significant physical attribute. In ancient Rome, women’s long hair was related
to fertility and sexuality (Ciment 2016), as is still the case today. In other types of portraits, “hair
also signifies as a marker between the civilized and the uncivilized” (Oswald 2010: 72), in which
wild men and women used to have hairy bodies. A frequent topos in medieval misogynistic
books is the satire of women who embellish their bodies with cosmetics. While the use of cos-
metics was a common practice associated with medicine (see Cabré 2000), Christian authors did
not approve of cosmetics as ornament, which related to beauty and lust.

27. Shutters (2009) offers a suggestive analysis of the role of the affectio maritalis in medieval
Lucretias. According to Shutters, “the narrative elements of the Lucretia story, particularly her
use of suicide to affirm her internal will, complement a widespread late medieval interest in
the connection between a wife’s internal, emotional attitude toward her husband and the ex-
ternal, ethical actions thought best to exemplify virtuous wifehood” (2009: 63). She argues that
while Lucretia’s story served political (for instance, in Livy’s version) or ethical (in Augustine’s
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(6) And ther-with-al ful tenderly she weep,
And of her werk she took no more keep,
But mekely she leet her eyen falle;
And thilke semblant sat her wel with-alle.
And eek her teres, ful of honestee,
Embelisshed her wyfly chastitee;
Her countenaunce is to her herte digne,
For they acordeden in dede and signe (vv. 1732-1739)

‘And therewithal she wept tenderly,

and she thought no longer on her work,
but meekly she let her eyes fall,

and that face suited her withal.

And also her tears, full of honesty,
embellished her wifely chastity;

her countenance is worthy of her heart,
for they agreed in deed and sign’

In this scene, her gestures and actions are evidence of her virtues, especially chas-
tity and honesty, two attributes intimately connected and highly valued for men
and women in the Middle Ages. This is an interesting example of how women are
expected to act privately. Gestures and emotions have an essential social com-
ponent when presenting oneself in daily life, and Lucretia’s behaviour is set in
a domestic sphere where she believes nobody can see her. Therefore, Lucretia’s
behaviour is connected to her habits and virtue, not to her social persona. This is
a moral recommendation, in terms of a spirituality, which is simultaneously pri-
vate and social, since she must cultivate it through her habits. It shapes the public
image that other members of society judge. The narrator’s remarks, expressed in
the last two lines, are significant in this sense. The partnership between virtue and
action becomes crucial in the last decades of the Middle Ages. In those days, good
manners cannot be considered desirable behaviours in the social interaction that
varies depending on the context; rather a good behaviour in the Middle Ages must
be permanently cultivated as a habit, since habits reveal one’s virtue, and repeated
habits control natural inclinations and lead to virtue.?® Hence the importance of
this private scene where Lucretia can act without concealment, in other words,
where her action leaves no place for pretence and shows a true virtuous soul.

reading) purposes, medieval recreations of the myth focus on her role as a loving wife, due to
the institutionalisation of marriage in the Late Middle Ages.

28. This does not mean that all actions are true to the soul; on the contrary, faked virtues
through habits (or pretended good habits) are a common concern in the Late Middle Ages.
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Furthermore, virtue and behaviour are both essential in the construction of
Lucretia’s image. This is emphasized by Tarquinius’ voice every time he recalls her
image.

(7) Conceived hath her beautee and her chere,
Her yelow heer, her shap, and her manere,
Her hew, her wordes that she hath compleyned,
And by no crafte her beautee nas nat feyned (vv. 1746-1749)

‘[Tarquinius] had observed her beauty and her attitude,
her yellow hair, her shape, her manners,

her hue, her words of her complaint,

and her beauty was not feigned with any trick’

This idea is repeated in the following lines.

(8) 'Thus lay her heer, and thus fresh was her hewe;
Thus sat, thus spak, thus span; this was her chere,
Thus fair she was, and this was her manere. (vv. 1761-1763)

“Thus lay her hair, and thus her hue was fresh,
thus she sat, thus she spoke, thus she span; this was her attitude,
thus fair she was, and this was her manner’

In Lucretia’s portrait, her virtuous manners (named as chere and manere) and her
natural beauty express internal goodness. This honest image fuels Tarquinius’ mad
desire and, ultimately, Lucretia’s rape. The second scene of the exemplum narrates
this assault and the mode of representation enhances the visuality of this episode,
using action verbs referring both to Tarquinius and Lucretia. Both characters
display excessive actions that fit with the matter of representation: Tarquinius’
gestures are all violent while Lucretia’s are defensive or even passive. The scene
is constructed as a dialogue made of words and gestures, in which the charac-
ters alternate their turns. First, Tarquinius enters the bedroom in the dark with a
drawn sword. Lucretia perceives his presence through his weight, an attribute that
underlies the physical superiority of the man. Thus, when Tarquinius comes into
the room, she is lying down on the bed, she wakes up, she feels her bed pressed
and she speaks and asks, “what beast is this?” (v.1787). All these actions show
the inferiority and passivity of the woman, and ultimately the scene strengthens
Lucretia’s vulnerability before the violence and physical superiority of her rapist.
At this point, Tarquinius declares his intention and his discourse is accompanied
by violent actions: he seizes Lucretia’s throat and puts his weapon against her heart
(vv. 1794-5). The violence on Tarquinius’ side increases while Lucretia gradually
becomes silent and motionless.
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In the scene, Lucretia is depicted inactive because the narrator seeks to exon-
erate her.? In addition to her lack of gestures and words, her weak and helpless
body is defined by opposition to Tarquinius’ portrait as a physically superior hu-
man being, on the one hand, and by the narrator’s voice, on the other.

(9) Right as a wolf that fynt a lomb aloon,
To whom shal she compleyne, or make moon? (v. 1798-1799)

‘Right as a wolf that finds a lamb alone,
to whom shall she complain or make moan?’

It is very important for the meaning of the exemplum to reduce Lucretia’s active
role and present her as a victim, even compared to a lamb, so the reader does not
condemn her for consenting to the rape, although it is the result of an intimidat-
ing threat. Tarquinius threatens to kill her along with a servant and to slander
her name by declaring that she committed adultery. This constitutes Tarquinius’
final attack in the scene. Lucretia reacts with an accumulation of emotion (maybe
fear or stress) that causes a sudden faint. Following the pattern of growing vio-
lence and passiveness in the scene, the threat is depicted as the most aggressive
act performed by Tarquinius and, in parallel, Lucretia’s fainting is the epitome of
stillness, until that moment. In addition, thanks to the lack of movement, sex is
removed from the scene. Instead, the narrator addresses Tarquinius and blames
him for his attack.

Just after the rape, the third and last scene starts. As a result of the assault,
Lucretia creates a new self, embodied in a new image. In contrast to Lucretia’s
private appearance, this new image is a social one, presented in public before her
family and friends. Paradoxically, this image is very similar to the previous one, for
her hair is down, she sits, and she cries, just as the men had discovered her at home
a few days earlier. At that moment, they spied on her looking for a deed that could
prove her virtue and, in this case, the dialogue between both scenes leads the read-
er to the conclusion that now Lucretia will also show her virtue through her deeds.
However, her clothing and hair refer to a well-known social situation: she is wear-
ing a tunic and untidy hair, an appearance that is reminiscent of mourning women
and burial ceremonies. Therefore, the resulting image is hyperbolic and seeks to
have an impact both on the audience of characters and on the reading public.

Lucretia’s attitude is the product of extreme sorrow expressed through an ap-
pearance which is not adequate for the context until the end, when she kills her-
self. Nevertheless, the gesticulatio at this point shows a virtuous soul.

29. Dinshaw (1989) compares the inert body of Lucretia in Chaucer’s version to Livy’s version,
in which Lucretia accedes to Tarquinius’ request.
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In the construction of the final scene, the narrator activates rhetorical ele-
ments very similar to those in the story of Thisbe. The goal is to reach the reader
through visuality and emotion, to move the audience thanks to the emotional
scene displayed before them. With this end in mind, the poet creates a sorweful
sighte (v. 1832, ‘sorrowful sight’) in the text thanks to embodied emotions: Lucretia
sits weeping, and the great woe in the room caused her friends’ moan (vv. 1834-
41). Just as this sight moved Lucretia’s friends, who function as internal spectators,
the text is intended to move the audience of the book or external spectators of
Lucretia’s actions, which become a performance before the readers’ eyes.

Lucretia’s performance, then, affects her friends and family in the first place
and the way this effect is depicted provides clues about the reaction that is ex-
pected from readers. They share her sorrow and grieve, thereby enhancing the
anguish in the text. The narrator is putting ante oculos the emotion, therefore both
the characters and the readers can understand more clearly what is happening in
the fiction. The narrative strategy serves an emotional intention, so the readers can
be moved and hence more easily convinced by the discourse. This theatrical scene
is accomplished by the repeated presence of narrated gestures, the predominance
of the emotion and the depiction of ceremonial actions. Readers and characters
are expected to be moved by this vision, but also to acknowledge Lucretia’s heart
“so wifely and so true” (v. 1843).

By means of this performance, the narrator seeks to put the audience in a state
of pity and empathy that facilitates the impact of the final action. The tension of
the scene increases towards the end, until Lucretia commits suicide. The narration
of the action is very succinct, in contrast to the scene of Thisbe’s suicide:

(10) But prively she caughte forth a knyf,
and therwith-al she rafte her-self her lyf
And as she fel adoun, she caste her look,
And of her clothes yit she hede took;
For in her falling yit she hadde care
Lest that her feet or swiche thing lay bare;
So wel she loved clennesse and eek trouthe. (vv. 1854-1860)

‘But secretly she caught a knife

and therewith she deprived herself of live,
and as she fell down she dropped her gaze
and she took heed of her clothes yet,

for in her falling she had care

lest her feet or such thing lay bare,

so well she loved chastity and honesty’
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Again, the story shows a revelation of Lucretia’s virtue through her gestures, in this
case while she falls dead. Lucretia’s actions manifest her virtue until the end. The
privacy of her home invited the readers to consider that they were before a truly
virtuous woman, and now they confirm her exemplary moral condition when she
falls dead and nevertheless covers her body. These three scenes show Lucretia’s vir-
tue in different ways. While the reader can extract a literal meaning from Lucretia’s
actions at her home, her attitude during the rape and her suicide are portrayed by
means of extremely emotional strategies in order to have an impact on the reader.

6. Conclusions: Unrestrained gestures as norms of behaviour

An interpretative reading is required in order to understand the deeds shown in
these stories as exemplary conducts. The despicable and unrestrained actions of
both characters share some features. Sexual desire is a subject of the stories and
an important factor that triggers a large part of the action. It hovers over differ-
ent scenes of the story and is explicit enough to catch the readers’ attention even
if sexual intercourse is never portrayed. It is Thisbe and Pyramus’ desire which
motivates their escape. In the final scene, when the couple finally meet, Pyramus is
dying. Thisbe touches him and kisses him on the lips, but the stillness of Pyramus’
body becomes evident when she kisses his cold body just before his eyes close with
his last breath. Thisbe’s active role in this action is transgressive, but the cold kiss-
es lessen the erotism of her burning desire. Moreover, at that moment, Pyramus
had already killed himself with his sword, expressing his regret for having caused
Thisbe’s escape and death, and this action redeems the feelings of the couple. In
fact, the narrator does not include Pyramus in the group of men who love untruth-
fully in his final remarks on the exemplum. Therefore, Thisbe’s active attitude is
no longer associated with sexuality and her kisses can be read as caregiving behav-
iour or as evidence of her fidelity, which are perfectly desirable habits and virtues
for medieval women.

Tarquinius™ desire triggers Lucretia’s rape and suicide. In this case, the sexu-
al intercourse does take place, but again the passiveness of her body reduces the
erotic content that could be read into the rape scene. Here, Lucretia’s body remains
motionless before any stimuli, either good or bad, as a result of the violence and
the prospect of rape and consequent loss of virtue. Sex is used negatively: during
the rape Lucretia is unconscious, and when she falls dead, she covers her body
with her clothes. These extreme gestures conform to an accepted attitude for me-
dieval women, framed in the sphere of chastity. In both stories, sensual elements
provide the foundation for female-gendered behaviour associated with caregiving,
fidelity and chastity.
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In the same way death, danger and violence contribute to the story climax. In
the legend of Thisbe, when confronted with the danger represented by the lioness,
she acts with fear, an attitude marked as feminine in the Middle Ages. Her first
reaction contrasts with the final scene, where she loses her feminine fear and acts
in a virile manner: just as Pyramus did before, she holds a sword and stabs herself.
This gesture embodies the virtue fortitudo, in its physical facet, which is not very
common in the depiction of female characters. Thus, the transgression is doubled:
she kills herself and she acts in a manly manner. Lucretia’s reaction to violence
represents the internal side of fortitudo. She bears the violence of rape in order to
avoid a worse consequence, dishonouring her family, and with the same purpose,
she commits suicide. In contrast to Thisbe’s scene, the text does not stress her bold-
ness, rather this action is a part of her sacrifice. The setting of the scenes reinforces
this reading: Thisbe acts in a wild environment, far from the city, while Lucretia’s
performance happens in the preferred feminine space of the domestic home.

In these exempla, unrestrained gestures or gesticulationes serve the emotional
dimension of the narrative, but pdthos is not only a means to entertain the audi-
ence in the context of these stories, which were largely used as models of good
behaviour. Rather, these gestures serve to move and thus convince the reader of
a moral lesson. In the Legend, as Dinshaw noted “the ‘moralitee’ of each fable is a
truism” (Dinshaw 1989: 87). The moral lessons are part of the tradition Chaucer
follows, and it is certainly difficult to find innovation in this matter. However, even
if considered a literary game, the careful depiction of the characters’ despicable
actions serves the educational objectives of the exempla. The poetics of the despi-
cable gestures analysed above have an impact on the readers. The narrator focuses
on the stylization of actions rather than on innovative moral lessons, and thus the
exempla achieve their exemplary dimension.
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Blunders and (un)intentional offence
in Shakespeare

Urszula Kizelbach

Adam Mickiewicz University in Poznan

Neither literary nor linguistic investigations seem to offer a clear pragmatic
description of blunder. Blunders in social communication are popularly associ-
ated with gaffes, which are incidental offences that could have been avoided if
the speaker had foreseen their offensive or perplexing consequences. It has been
claimed (Wierzbicka 2003) that errors and blunders are mostly committed when
speakers venture into “unsafe territory” (2003: 283), which makes it easier to
make a serious mistake or to embarrass the interlocutor by not taking enough
care or not thinking enough. Blunders in Early Modern literature, however, have
never been pragmatically analysed even though they form a distinctive linguistic
feature of some Shakespearean characters’ speech. This chapter analyses the lin-
guistic behaviour of two comedy characters from Shakespeare’s plays, Mistress
Quickly and Falstaff, with special emphasis on the effects of their blunders and
how blunders affect both the speaker and the hearer. The aim of the chapter is
twofold. First, I try to provide a pragmatic definition of blunder in relation to
speech act theory and intentionality and explain how blunders are pragmati-
cally different from gaffes. Next, I describe the perlocutionary effects of blunders
based on the examples of Shakespeare characters’ speech and demonstrate how
blunders can be employed as a means of literary characterisation.

Keywords: blunder, impoliteness, face-threatening acts, banter, intentionality,
embarrassability, humour, comedy, William Shakespeare

1. Introduction

Despite their widespread occurrence in social life and literature, blunders do not
seem to have a clear pragmatic description. Speakers normally associate blunders
with gaffes and incidents of faux pas, which are understood as unwitting offences
that could have been avoided had the speaker foreseen their face-threatening con-
sequences (Goffman 2005: 14). The forms “gaffe” and “faux pas” do not specify
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whether it is the speaker’s or the hearer’s face that is threatened; what we do know,
however, is that embarrassment is their main effect in social interactions. This
chapter offers a pragma-stylistic analysis of blunders as unintended deviations
from the rules of politeness in Early Modern literature. It looks at blunders as
illocutionary acts with some non-intentional perlocutionary effects, such as face
threatening, embarrassment, and humour. This chapter also demonstrates how
blunders can be used as a mode of characterisation in literature, that is, how well
they can reflect the character’s personality. It points at the differences between
blunders and their effects in the case of Mistress Quickly and Falstaft, and analy-
ses their blunders as part of individual and interactive behaviour, proving their
context-sensitive nature.

2. Blunders: Pragmatic description and their effects

The most common definition of the term “blunder” can be found in The Oxford
English Dictionary and says “a stupid or careless mistake”, hinting at the same time
at the unintentional nature of blunders. As mentioned above, unwitting offences
are also referred to as “faux pas, gaffes, boners, or bricks” (Goffman 2005: 14) and
are perceived as “a threat to face” (Goffman 2005: 14). Goftman talks about three
(sic!) levels of responsibility for a person’s actions which threaten an individual’s
face; however, he does not specify whose face is being threatened in the case of
gaffes (or blunders for that matter) - the speaker’s face or the face of the hearer(s).
He says that for “incidental offenses” which arise as “an unplanned but sometimes
anticipated by-product of action” we can distinguish the following types of threat:
“[1] introduced by the participant himself against his own face, [2] by himself
against the face of the others, [3] by the others against their own face, or [4] by
the others against himself” (Goffman 2005: 15). Goftman simply points out the
fact that speakers committing gaffes may find themselves in many different rela-
tions to a face threat. I want to argue that blunders should be pragmatically de-
scribed as speakers’ unwitting face-threatening acts (FTAs), which lead to some
non-intentional perlocutionary effects: a threat to face (e.g. offence), embarrass-
ment, and humour. Importantly, the perlocutionary effects of blunders can affect
the speaker’s and/or the hearer’s face. What distinguishes blunders from impo-
liteness is intentionality, or to be more precise, the speaker’s lack of intention to
offend the other. Bousfield notes that there is a difference between the intended
vs. perceived face threat, which depends on the context and on the hearer, e.g.
their (hyper)sensitivity and expectations, their social and cultural background,
etc. (Bousfield 2008: 73). Based on my analysis of Shakespeare’s characters’ speech
(Section 3), I want to claim that blunders are accidental mistakes which can be
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construed as intentional or unintentional by the hearer, thus provoking the hear-
er’s adequate response. Hence, blunders may border on impoliteness when the
speaker’s lack of intention to offend will be recognised by the hearer as precisely
the intention to offend.

Blunders, in my opinion, should not be treated synonymously with “faux
pas” or “gaffes”, because blunders can happen in a greater number of communi-
cative contexts. According to Oxford English Dictionary and Cambridge English
Dictionary, “faux pas” and “gaffes”, treated synonymously, involve some act or re-
mark that is “a social mistake” because it deviates from the norms of politeness and
is considered tactless or embarrassing in a social situation. Blunders are mistakes
resulting from the speaker’s careless thinking or behaviour, occurring in any situ-
ational context and involving a wider scope of perlocutionary effects in compari-
son with “faux pas”, whose main effect is embarrassment.!

2.1 Blunders as FTAs

Blunders cannot be discussed outside of face-work. Goffman defines face-work as
“the actions taken by a person to make whatever he is doing consistent with face”
and claims that it “counteract[s] ‘incidents’ — that is, events whose effective sym-
bolic implications threaten face” (Goffman 2005: 12). The sociological notion of
face understood as “the image of self” (Goffman 2005: 5) was introduced into the
field of linguistics by Brown and Levinson, who defined it as “the public self-im-
age that every member wants to claim for himself” (Brown & Levinson 1987: 61),
which is still a key concept in the theory of politeness. “Politeness means putting
things in such a way as to take account of the feelings of the hearer”, say Brown and
Gilman (1989: 161) in their pragmatic analysis of Shakespeare’s tragedies. These
“feelings” are closely connected with Brown and Levinson’s definitions of “posi-
tive” and “negative” face. Positive face is synonymous with “the positive consistent
self-image” and a person’s desire that this self-image is appreciated and approved
of by others. Negative face is “the basic claim to territories, personal preserves,
rights to non-distraction”, or in other words the desire to be free and unimpeded in
one’s actions (Brown & Levinson 1987: 61-62). Next, Brown and Levinson differ-
entiate between positive and negative politeness and enumerate sets of strategies
for maintaining the positive and negative face of the hearer. The problem of polite-
ness (or the lack of it) appears when there is a speech act to be performed, which is,
however, intrinsically face-threatening (known as a face-threatening act or FTA).

1. Roberts and Sylvester in their article on the attitude to errors and mistakes in the history of
English writing classify “faux pas” (1676), “mis-step” (1854), “gaffe” (1909) and “blooper” (1947)
as embarrassing errors (Roberts and Sylvester 2017: 29).
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For example, requests or orders can be classified as negative FTAs, because they
limit the freedom of the hearer, whereas criticism or insults are positive FTAs,
because they show the speaker’s lack of appreciation or their disapproval of the
hearer (Brown & Gilman 1989: 162). Brown and Levinson’s politeness framework
lists five major (super)strategies for doing FTAs: (1) Doing an act on record, with
a clear communicative intention; (2) doing an act off record, when there is more
than one unambiguously attributable intention expressed by the speaker; (3) posi-
tive politeness, which is oriented towards the hearer’s positive face (speaker indi-
cates that they want the hearer’s wants); (4) negative politeness, which is oriented
towards maintaining the hearer’s negative face (speaker indicates that they will
not interfere with the hearer’s freedom of action); (5) don’t do the FTA (Brown &
Levinson 1987: 68-70).

Blunders as unwitting FTAs seem to have the same potential to threaten face
as intrinsic FTAs. Intrinsic FTAs by nature run contrary to the face wants of the
hearer or the speaker. Brown and Levinson distinguish acts that primarily threaten
the negative or positive face of the speaker and the hearer. Among the acts threat-
ening the hearer’s negative face we can distinguish, for example, a speaker’s or-
ders and requests, suggestions, threats, offers, promises; and the acts threatening
the hearer’s positive face include the speaker’s expressions of disapproval or criti-
cism, expressions of violent emotions, the mention of taboo topics, use of address
terms and other status-marked identifications in initial encounters, etc. The acts
threatening primarily the speaker’s negative face are, among others, the speaker’s
expressing thanks, accepting the hearer’s thanks or apology, excuses, acceptance of
offers, responses to the hearer’s faux pas, unwilling promises; and the acts threat-
ening the speaker’s positive face are the speaker’s apologies, acceptance of compli-
ments, confessions, admissions of guilt or responsibility, lack of control of laughter
or tears, etc. (Brown & Levinson 1987: 65-68). The similarity between blunders
and intrinsic FTAs is that both manifest a face-threatening potential and do so in
an “unwitting” manner: intrinsic FTAs have face threat inherent in them (regard-
less of the intentions of the speaker), and blunders display a capacity for producing
a face-threat as part of their perlocutionary intent, which was unrecognised or
misinterpreted by the hearer.

2.2 Blunders, intentionality and impoliteness

When speaking, speakers utter words with a certain intentionality. Searle claims
that intentionality is the “capacity of the mind” which is “directed at [...] ob-
jects and states of affairs in the world”, and that collective human behaviour is
“a manifestation of collective intentionality” (Searle 2010: 25-26). In the case of
blunders, the speaker has a certain intention which they wish to express through
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their words, but the result is just the opposite; their intention is not understood
by the interlocutors. Based on Falstaff, I will demonstrate in the analytical section
(3.2) how the lack of recognition of the speaker’s intention in blunders can lead
to the audience’s on-record impoliteness. Impoliteness used to be and still is dis-
cussed in opposition to politeness, and can be understood as the lack of a polite
attitude or as failed politeness, e.g. the speaker’s failure to redress or adequately
redress an FTA (see Eelen 2001: 98-104; Culpeper 2011: 424-425). In his study
“Towards an Anatomy of Impoliteness” (1996), Culpeper admitted that his im-
politeness framework heavily relied on Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness
strategies and face concerns, saying that “impoliteness is very much the parasite of
politeness” (Culpeper 1996: 355). Impoliteness is aimed at disturbing the “social
equilibrium” and “friendly relations” in communication; impolite speakers usually
do not redress their FTAs, but intentionally attack the face of the other (Culpeper
1996: 350). According to Culpeper (1996: 354-355), impoliteness occurs mostly
when there is an imbalance of power between the communicators and a more
powerful participant usually has more freedom to manifest their impolite attitude
towards a less powerful interlocutor.

The (super)strategies for doing impoliteness are a mirror reflection of Brown
and Levinson’s politeness (super)strategies, but instead of enhancing the other’s
face, they are used to purposefully attack it. For example, bald on-record impolite-
ness is when the FTA is performed clearly and unambiguously, in circumstances
when face is not irrelevant. This stands in opposition to Brown and Levinson’s
bald on-record, which is performed only when the threat to the other’s face is
very small, as in polite orders (“Do sit down”). The same bald on-record strat-
egy used by impolite speakers indicates the speaker’s clear intention to attack the
hearer’s face, often in the context when the offence will seem most harmful and
serious to the other, e.g. public encounters, or official situations. Next, positive
impoliteness is designed to intentionally attack the hearer’s positive face, i.e. show
them lack of appreciation, belittle their achievements, disassociate from them, etc.
Negative impoliteness is intended to destroy the hearer’s negative face in conversa-
tion and involves the use of strategies which impinge on their freedom, i.e. invade
the other’s space, frighten or threaten the other, etc. Sarcasm or “mock politeness”
occurs when the FTA is performed with the use of politeness strategies which are
obviously insincere. Here politeness is only a surface realization, which is strate-
gically employed for social disharmony (Bousfield 2008: 87). Finally, the “with-
hold politeness” strategy corresponds with Brown and Levinson’s “don’t do the
FTA’, and it stands for the absence of polite behaviour where it would be expected
(sometimes, a deliberate lack of politeness is perceived as impoliteness). The view
on impoliteness adopted in this chapter is the so-called third wave of impolite-
ness research, a combination of relational approaches (e.g. Spencer-Oatey 2008;
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Terkourafi 2009) and interactional approaches (e.g. Bousfield 2008; Haugh 2007),
which takes into consideration both the speaker’s and the hearer’s perspectives,
pays attention to the context of the utterance, but still relies on the more stable
meanings stemming from linguistic forms, strategies and formulae (see Culpeper
& Hardaker 2017: 208; Taavitsainen & Jucker in this volume).

2.3 Blunders as speech acts: [llocutionary force and unintentional
perlocutionary effects

The speech event is the main form of interaction in drama. Dramatic dialogue
does not simply refer deictically to the dramatic action but directly constitutes it.
In other words, the action dynamic of the play is moved along by the force of the
characters’ discourse. Dramatic discourse is often described in terms of Austin’s
speech act theory (1962) viewing speech as action since dialogues in drama di-
rectly “enact” the events that make up the drama (Elam 1980: 157). Austin clas-
sifies all utterances into constatives (the proposition-bearing statements) and
performatives (utterances which are not subject to truth-false considerations, as
they do rather than say things). The original constative/performative distinction
is later replaced by the view that all sentences have some “executive” force, with
the three types of acts distinguished: a locutionary act (producing a meaningful
utterance according to the rules of phonetics and grammar); an illocutionary act
(the act performed in saying something, e.g. asking a question); a perlocutionary
act (the act performed by means of saying something, e.g. warning, convincing,
irritating the interlocutor). The illocutionary force as the action force of every il-
locutionary act, also viewed as the speech act proper (see Levinson 2015: 200),
is not part of truth-conditional semantics, but of the theory of action (Levinson
1983: 246). The perlocutionary force of an utterance is viewed as the speech act’s
further consequences, which are context-specific, e.g. by asking a person’s advice
I flatter them (Levinson 2015: 200). In short, dramatic discourse due to its per-
formative nature is “a network of complementary and conflicting illocutions and
perlocutions ... [it is a] linguistic interaction, not so much descriptive as perfor-
mative” (Elam 1980: 159).

To follow Austin, it is important to remember that illocutionary acts do not
produce (perlocutionary) effects — they rather involve effects. Austin claims that
most illocutionary acts invite a certain response, for example an order invites obe-
dience, a promise invites fulfilment, etc.; the response can be “one-way” or “two-
way’, namely, the act either does not involve the return action by the participant
(e.g. orders, suggestions) or it does elicit a response from the recipient (e.g. offers,
asking whether you will) (Austin 1976: 117). It is also noteworthy that for an il-
locutionary act to take effect and evoke a response one more condition has to
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be met - the securing of uptake (Austin 1976: 118) or “the ratified receipt and
recognition by a recipient” (Levinson 2015: 201). In other words, for a speech act
to be successful, the illocutionary force and the propositional content of the ut-
terance have to be understood by the hearer (Levinson 1983: 237). In the case of
blunders, on the one hand, the hearer responds to the illocutionary force of the
utterance, e.g. s/he answers a question, comments on the speaker’s remark, etc.,
but on the other hand, the hearer misinterprets the perlocutionary intent of the
speaker, which may lead to embarrassment or a face threat of either the speaker or
the hearer, or both of them. My core argument is that the most distinctive prag-
matic characteristic of blunders is that they invite the hearer’s response and take
effect, but because of the lack of uptake (or insufficient uptake) of either the propo-
sitional content or the perlocutionary intention of the speaker by the hearer, the
utterance produces specific unintentional perlocutionary effects: face threat (e.g.
offence), embarrassment, or humour.

I would like to illustrate my point with an example of a conversation involving
a high ranking male member of the Lancaster University senate (S1) and a fe-
male member of staff (S2). It can be classified as a common type of blunder which
causes face threat and is provided by Bousfield (2008: 70):

S1: <Sincerely> Oh, when is it due?
S2: <Pause> I'm not pregnant.

S1 has drawn attention to S2 looking overweight, but it was not his intention. The
illocutionary act of questioning “When is it due?” spoken by a male member of the
senate misses its perlocutionary intent of showing care or interest towards a female
colleague who looks pregnant. Instead, this speech act causes a minor offence by
implying that the female colleague is obese. The illocutionary act takes effect - the
recipient may feel offended or even angry, judging by her curt and formal reply
“I'm not pregnant’, but it is an opposite perlocutionary effect to the one intended.
Blunders are complex pragmatic phenomena, heavily dependent on the context
of the utterance and on the hearer’s (non)-securing of uptake. Additionally, they
are culture-specific, since Bousfield notes that this kind of remark is likely to be
understood as “face-threatening” within the context of Western culture (Bousfield
2008: 70), but the fact is that the same question may not be construed as offensive
in another culture.

2.3.1  Embarrassment and embarrassability

There are many reasons why the perlocutionary intent of the speaker’s blunder may
not be recognised by the hearer: the speaker’s carelessness in thinking or acting,
lack of recognition of the context, lack of education, etc. Errors and blunders are
mostly committed when the speaker ventures into “unsafe territory” (Wierzbicka
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2003: 283), which makes it easier to commit a serious mistake or embarrass the
hearer by not taking enough care or not thinking enough. Additionally, blunders
can be accompanied by various emotions displayed by speakers and hearers, the
most common being embarrassment. We learn embarrassment (we are not born
with it) throughout our lives as a result of everyday situations and commonplace
mishaps. Our feeling embarrassed depends on “the existence of public self-con-
sciousness, the ability to think about and be concerned with what other people
are thinking about us” (Miller 1996: 1). Speaking of embarrassment in pragmatic
terms, we can say that it is connected with the speaker’s positive face, the want
to be appreciated and approved of by other people. Every embarrassing situation
undermines the speaker’s positive image of themselves, especially when they have
recognised their mistake. Miller claims that the social function of embarrassment
is to teach us something, to help us improve, or to make up for the wrong we
have caused somebody else (Miller 1996: 1). Embarrassment is a common non-
intentional perlocutionary effect of blunders, often affecting both the speaker and
the hearer. Another possibility is that the speaker who makes a blunder may not
always be conscious of the embarrassment they have caused, and they do not seem
to be embarrassed at all (the Mrs. Quickly examples). According to Goffman,
the most typical symptoms of embarrassment we see in ourselves and others are
the so-called “objective signs of emotional disturbance”, for example, “blushing,
fumbling, stuttering, an unusually low- or high-pitched voice, ... [and] absent-
mindedness” (Goffman 2005: 97). Additionally, embarrassment “involves feeling
self-conscious, awkward, discomforted, or exposed because of the nature of the
situation” (Miller 1996: 94). Still, some speakers, lacking embarrassability, may not
experience any signs of emotional disturbance; it is rather their hearers who have
recognised a blunder and become agitated or feel discomforted (Evans’s emotional
reaction to Mrs Quickly’s blunders).

It is important to remember Goffman’s definition of embarrassment as “a
disruption of the normal process of social interaction” (Goffman 1956: 264-271;
Miller 1996: 46). According to Miller, the feeling of embarrassment results from
both “individual” (1996: 51) and “interactive” (1996: 61) behaviour. The most
typical cases of individual embarrassment involve the embarrassed person’s own
conduct that causes dismay and violates “shared standards of deportment, civility,
control or grace, so that there are obvious shortcomings in the person’s actions”
(Miller 1996: 51), such as physical pratfalls and clumsiness (tripping, spilling a
drink, belching in public, etc.), or cognitive mistakes (forgetting someone’s name,
temporary stupidity, etc). These may also include the “loss of control” (Miller
1996: 55-56) over one’s body or emotions (a growling stomach, hiccups, bursting
into tears or bursting out with laughter), and “unintended harmdoing” (Miller
1996: 58), as in inconveniencing or offending others (“That was my wife you're
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talking about”). The most representative cases of interactive behaviour resulting
in embarrassment include “awkward interaction” (Miller 1996: 61) such as the
speaker’s loss of the script and inconvenient silence after telling a stupid joke, or
the “partner’s sensitivity” (Miller 1996: 63) — here the source of chagrin is not nec-
essarily the speaker, but the hearer, who displays excessively sensitive reactions
(touchiness). The last type of behaviour causing the feeling of embarrassment is
“audience provocation” (Miller 1996: 64), which may include the element of “per-
sonal transgression” (Miller 1996: 64-65), both intentional and unintentional (e.g.
unwanted attention is thrust upon us by the other participant’s drawing the audi-
ence’s attention to our shortcomings, revealing our secret in public, as a result of
both deliberate and unwitting action).

2.3.2 Humour

Another perlocutionary effect of blunders is humour. The very first example of
a blunder quoted in this chapter: “When is it due? ... ’'m not pregnant” shows,
first of all, that blunders can function as FTAs (the illocutionary act misses its
purpose and instead of showing friendship and care it causes a minor offence to
the addressee). Additionally, this example demonstrates that blunders can lead to
humour, in particular when third parties are involved.? The awkward exchange be-
tween the Lancaster University professors was embarrassing for both participants
(surely for the speaker) and served as an FTA for the hearer; but it also may have
been amusing for potential audiences (eavesdroppers, bystanders, etc.). Humour,
similarly to blunders, does not operate outside of the context, and according to
Attardo “all humour has a pragmatic component” (Attardo 2003: 1290). Studies
on humour research show that humour (pragmatically speaking) can be a result
of the violation of the CP, and thus humour is an outcome of “infelicitous” speech
acts (see Yus 2003; Attardo 1990, 1993; Raskin 1985), but it is not a speech act in
itself. There are several functions of humour - to amuse, to maintain solidarity
within a group or in a workplace, or to hedge FTAs such as criticisms, insults and
directives (Kotthoff 1996; Holmes 2006). In the case of blunders, humour is an-
other “side effect” of the perlocutionary intent going wrong. I believe humour in

2. This analysis offers a discussion on humour rather than laughter as an effect of blunders.
From a pragmatic point of view, there is a difference between humour and laughter: laughter is
not necessarily a reaction to humour, although very often it is used by speakers to indicate their
humorous intention. Laughter, as Attardo rightly says, can be caused by numerous non-humor-
ous stimuli, such as tickling, watching other people laugh, laughing gas, etc. In other words, we
have to assume that “there exists both laughter without humour and humour without laughter”
(Attardo 2003: 1288). Therefore, claiming that blunders may lead to humour is more specific
than saying that their effect is laughter. Laughter can be an immediate effect of, among others,
the speaker’s and hearer’s amusement and their reaction to humorous situations.
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blunders has two key functions: (a) it is a source of entertainment for the audience;
(b) it helps the speaker save face and somehow deal with the embarrassment or
offence they have caused by their unwitting mistake. It is potential audiences and
third parties to the conversation who are more likely to find blunders funny and
entertaining, not the speaker(s).

The type of humour observed in Shakespeare’s characters’ speech can be clas-
sified as conversational humour. Conversational humour serves as an “umbrella
term” for various semantic and pragmatic types of humour, which are present
in interpersonal communication, both real-life (e.g. everyday conversations, TV
shows) and fictional (film and book dialogues). It includes, for example, allu-
sions, puns, witticisms, etc. (Dynel 2009: 1284). One form of conversational hu-
mour displayed by Shakespeare’s characters is punning, which can be defined as “a
humorous verbalisation that has (prototypically) two interpretations couched in
purposeful ambiguity of a word or a string of words (collocations or idioms) [...]
manifesting itself in one form [...] but conveying two different meanings” (Dynel
2009: 1289). For example, the pun “take life with a pinch of salt, a slice of lemon
and a bottle of tequila” requires that the interpreter first observes the idiomatic
meaning (‘don’t believe everything that happens in your life’) and, next, rejects
it in favour of a literal meaning (‘spend your life drinking tequila with a slice of
lemon and a pinch of salt’) (Dynel 2009: 1290). Puns can be classified as a sub-
category of witticisms, which are extensively used by Shakespeare’s Falstaff. A wit-
ticism is “a clever and humorous textual unit interwoven into a conversational ex-
change” (Dynel 2009: 1290). Witticisms are context-dependent and spontaneously
produced entities, such as comments, sayings or definitions, which are different
from jokes as they may occur in non-humorous communicative contexts. Dynel
highlights the fact that witticisms are “inherently clever” and stem from “witty ob-
servations”, unlike some jokes, e.g. one-liners, which often “border on the absurd”
and whose sole aim is to “engender humour” (Dynel 2009: 1288). A good example
of a witticism in the form of a wise saying is provided by Dynel (2009: 1288): “The
chance of bread falling with the buttered side down is directly proportional to the
cost of the carpet” It is a clever remark rather than a joke, which serves as a com-
ment on human nature, e.g. “the more expensive the thing, the lower the chance
of human error”.

3. Blunders in The Merry Wives of Windsor and King Henry IV, Parts 1 and 2
Various pragmatic concepts and theories have been employed as tools to study

characterisation in Shakespearean drama. Brown and Gilman (1989) apply polite-
ness theory to four Shakespearean tragedies to study the language of polite speakers,
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which serves as a mode of literary characterisation. They claim that politeness is not
only “civilized behaviour” focused on attending to the feelings of others (Cordelia
in King Lear), but it can also be “deliberate behaviour”, which serves a character’s
selfish needs and is displayed “in the interests of greed, advancement and desire”,
as exemplified by King Lear (Brown and Gilman 1989: 207). Rudanko (1993) in his
book Pragmatic Approaches to Shakespeare applies speech act theory in his analysis
of the characters of Othello, Timon of Athens and Coriolanus. Rudanko relates
to Fish’s essay on speech acts in Coriolanus, in which Fish claims that promising
is Coriolanus’ favourite speech act because he is good at making promises (Fish
1976: 992). Rudanko comes to a different conclusion and claims that Coriolanus’
promises are “prompted” (Rudanko 1993: 132) because he only makes them in spe-
cific linguistic conditions, in response to requests by other characters. Moreover,
Coriolanus breaks his promises: he likes talking about the value of promises and
of constancy but is portrayed as inconstant himself, says Rudanko (1993: 132). In
Timon of Athens, he investigates how requests are turned down in the play and
shows that requests as speech act verbs have an inherent face-threatening quality.
He notes: “Making a request is an FTA, since it potentially encroaches upon the
hearer’s freedom of action [...] it is an FTA threatening the hearer’s negative face”
(1993: 171-172). In his further investigations of Julius Caesar and Othello, Rudanko
(2007) discusses covert violations of Gricean maxims for deception utilised by the
characters in their manipulative speech. In particular, he looks at Decius, one of
the conspirators in Julius Caesar, who covertly violates the Maxim of Quality (be
truthful) and the Maxim of Quantity (be as informative as is required) when he lies
to Caesar and hides his “covert intention”, which is defined here as “an intention the
speaker does not want the hearer to recognize” (Rudanko 2007: 113).

Culpeper (1996) introduces the theory of impoliteness as disruptive social
behaviour “oriented towards attacking face, an emotionally sensitive concept of
the self” (Culpeper 1996: 350) using the example of Shakespeare’s Macbeth. In
a case study of the play, Culpeper demonstrates how impoliteness and conflict
revive dramatic dialogue and contribute to the development of Macbeth and Lady
Macbeth as characters. He claims that the type of impoliteness strategies employed
by the Macbeths is conditioned by the situation of disequilibrium caused by the
murder of Duncan and the characters’ willingness to re-establish equilibrium in
the banquet scene when they wish to strengthen their social position and tighten
the bonds with the Lords. Culpeper analyses Lady Macbeth’s famous speech “Are
you a man?” (Act 4 Scene 3), in which she challenges Macbeth’s masculinity. She
expertly uses impoliteness to attack her husband’s face so as to make him “pull
himself together” (1996: 365). Her strategies are based mostly on positive impo-
liteness and sarcasm, which turn out to be effective in the course of the play, since
Macbeth transforms from a weak man with a guilty conscience into a “desensitised
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murderer” (1996: 366). In my book The Pragmatics of Early Modern Politics (2014)
I introduced the concept of “political face” (Kizelbach 2014: 258). I defined the
nature of Early Modern kingship in linguistic terms based on the examples of
Shakespeare’s kings and politicians (Richard II, Henry V, Henry Bolingbroke,
Harry Hotspur), and pointed out specific (im)politeness strategies and ways of
face-management which differentiate successful kings from ineffective kings and
politicians in Shakespeare’s history plays. Blunders in their pragmatic understand-
ing of being unwitting FTAs with unintended perlocutionary effects have not been
employed so far to analyse Shakespeare’s drama, nor have they ever been discussed
as characterising devices in literature.

The two Shakespearean characters whose speech is commonly associated
with blunders are Mistress Quickly and Falstaff. Mistress Quickly appears in sev-
eral plays by Shakespeare: she is a landlady of the tavern in Eastcheap in I and
2 King Henry IV, and she also briefly reappears in King Henry V as Nell, who is
married to Pistol, Falstaff’s comrade. However, as a full-fledged character, she ap-
pears in The Merry Wives of Windsor, where she runs an inn in Windsor and is a
housekeeper to Dr Caius, a French apothecary. Mistress Quickly has a great tal-
ent for malapropisms and “linguistic vagaries” (Melchiori 2000: 123) and therefore
Shakespeare most probably reintroduces her in the play for comedy reasons and to
continue the plot involving Falstaff, Bardolph and Pistol.

Sir John Falstaff is a cowardly braggart-knight who appears in 1 and 2 King
Henry IV - he has a reputation of being a drunkard and a fraud. Falstaff’s histori-
cal predecessor was Sir John Fastolf, a brave knight and officer in King Henry IV’s
army in the wars with France (Howard 1997: 248-249). Falstaff is a combination
of a comic and a morality vice figure. He was one of the Elizabethan audience’s
favourite characters (Humphreys 2007: 187); in fact, he was liked so much that, in
the Epilogue to 2 King Henry IV, Shakespeare announced Oldcastle’s* comeback
in the next play should the audience “be not too / much cloyed with fat meat” (2
Henry IV, Epilogue 26-27). Falstaff has a large comic part in The Merry Wives of
Windsor, where he is presented as a womaniser and a fraud who wants to trick and
seduce two town ladies, Mistress Page and Mistress Ford, who eventually teach
him a lesson and make a public mockery out of him. The main difference between
Mistress Quickly and Falstaff lies in their “impression management” or “self-pre-
sentation” (Miller 1996: 110) in communication, which has an influence on both

3. Oldcastle was the original name of Sir John Falstaff in I Henry IV. Falstaff was named af-
ter Sir John Oldcastle, a Protestant martyr; however, before the play’s publication, Shakespeare
changed Falstaft’s name from Oldcastle to Falstaft because of numerous protests after perfor-
mances. In the Epilogue to 2 Henry IV, Shakespeare indeed announces Falstaff’s appearance in
the play to follow, and this play is Henry V, but Falstaft does not appear in it.
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the type of their blunders and on their effects. Mistress Quickly has very poor
skills in “self-presentation” — she does not care about other characters’ opinions of
her, she never expresses embarrassment and displays a high level of tolerance of
her own mistakes. Her blunders usually occur in the shape of malapropisms re-
sulting from her lack of knowledge, which usually leads to conversational humour
or the hearer’s discomfort. Falstaff, on the other hand, is a witty character with
well-developed skills in “self-presentation’, and a much higher level of embarrass-
ability than Mistress Quickly. His blunders stem from carelessness rather than ig-
norance, and they seem to have more serious effects, e.g. face threat (impoliteness,
offence), for both the speaker and the hearer.

3.1 Mistress Quickly

Mistress Quickly’s blunders result mostly from her ignorance and her poor “impres-
sion management” skills. She never shows embarrassment at her own words and
she never cares about other characters’ opinions of her. She mishears and misspells
words, her puns are usually sexual, and her linguistic behaviour is characterised by
numerous attempts at wit but manifests itself in poor understanding of both her
own words and the language of others. This may be a reason why Quickly’s blunders
look like unserious jokes, which are usually humorous and, occasionally, cause the
hearer’s irritation. The following example shows Quickly in the role of a messenger
of Mistress Ford’s; she conveys a message to Falstaff that Mistress Ford will be await-
ing him alone in her house from 10 to 11. We are struck by how little she under-
stands from what she is saying, as well as by her inability to express what she means:

Falstaft: Good morrow, goodwife.
Mistress Quickly: Not so, an’t please your Worship.
Falstaff: Good maid, then.

Mistress Quickly: That I am, I'll be sworn - as my mother was, the
first hour I was born.
Falstaff: I do believe the swearer. What with me?
Quickly: ... There is one Mistress Ford, sir — I pray come
a little nearer this ways - ...
Merry Wives (2.2.33-38, 42-43)

Falstaft greets her with a slightly condescending term of address “good wife”
meaning ‘good woman, which she refuses to accept as she probably finds it inap-
propriate. Falstaff then teasingly calls her “good maid”, whose literal meaning is
‘unmarried woman’ and ‘virgin’ She confirms right away saying “That I am”, which
indicates her intention of confirming that she is a virgin, or in any case, that she is
not anybody’s wife. What the hearer gets instead is a contradiction; she contradicts
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herself by saying “I'll be sworn — as my mother was, the first hour I was born” - her
mother could not be a virgin after giving birth to a baby. According to Melchiori
(2000: 180), she confuses two proverbs: “as good a maid as her mother” and “as
innocent as a new-born babe”. There are other examples of her lack of under-
standing of the expressions she uses, as in “come a little nearer this ways” (Merry
Wives, 2.2.47), where she mixes up the two phrases “this way” and “go thy ways”
(Melchiori 2000: 180). Falstaff replies ironically to her contradiction: “I do believe
the swearer”. The source of Mistress Quickly’s blunder is her lack of education and
wit. If Mistress Quickly had a higher public self-consciousness, her embarrassabil-
ity would be higher (see Miller 1996: 96). In this scene, her level of embarrassabil-
ity is extremely low. She is not embarrassed because she simply does not recognise
the fact that her remark was a contradiction, and hence this blunder only leads to
humour experienced by the participant (and potential theatrical audience).

Another example of Mistress Quickly’s blundering can be classified as a mala-
propism. Malapropism is a type of solecism, which is “the conspicuous and unin-
tended violation of standard diction or grammar” (Abrams 1999: 147). The speak-
er mistakenly uses a word in place of another word which it resembles; the effect is
often comic.* From a pragmatic point of view, a malapropism is a type of blunder,
because it is an accidental mistake based on the speaker’s misuse of a word, which
leads to unintended humour. They carry potential face threat directed mostly at
the speaker’s face, which, however, goes unnoticed by this speaker. The effect of
comedy in literary malapropisms is magnified by the character’s lack of recogni-
tion of their mistake, usually resulting from their low-class background, as is the
case with Mistress Quickly. In the scene to follow, Falstaff is tricked into believing
that Mistress Ford is inviting him to her house during her husband’s absence. He
has been duped already in what is popularly known as a buck-basket scene (3.3).
Mistress Ford makes him hide in a laundry basket while he is in her house on the
pretext of hiding him from Mister Ford. But in fact, she wants to punish Falstaff
for his lechery and asks her two servants to take the basket away and throw its con-
tents into the river. Falstaff then is dumped into the river with the dirty laundry,
which he recollects in the following conversation with Quickly:

Mistress Quickly: Marry Sir, I come to your worship from
Mistress Ford.

Falstaft: Mistress Ford! I have had ford enough; I was
thrown into the ford. I have my belly full of ford.

4. The term malapropism comes from Mrs Malaprop, a character in Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s
comedy The Rivals (1775), who in her attempts to display a copious vocabulary misused words,
for example she says “he is the very pineapple of politeness” or “as headstrong as an allegory on
the banks of the Nile” (Abrams 1999: 147).
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Mistress Quickly: Alas the day, good heart, that was not her fault.
She does so take on with her men: they mistook their

erection.
Falstaff: So did I mine, to build upon a foolish
woman’s promise. Merry Wives (3.5.32-40)

“I have had ford enough ... I have my belly full of ford” - he feels betrayed and an-
gry, and Shakespeare makes a pun on the name Ford which refers both to Mistress
Ford and ‘shallow water’ (Melchiori 2000: 233). Mistress Quickly excuses Mistress
Ford by saying that the servants did not understand what they were supposed to do
with the laundry, and she accidentally talks dirty. She confuses the word ‘direction’
with ‘erection, and this fact is spotted by Falstaff who plays on the sexual innuendo
of her unwitting mistake: “So did I mine” [I, too, mistook Mistress Ford’s direc-
tions, I thought she wanted to have sex with me]. We can observe that Quickly’s
malapropism is the result of her ignorance and muddled thinking. Were she more
educated, she might recognise the comic aspect of her mistake, or she might avoid
making this mistake altogether. Quickly, however, is neither aware of her mistake
nor embarrassed by it, which only contributes to the comedy-like quality of the
exchange. Again, the effect of her blunder is humour, which is immediately recog-
nised by Falstaff, who makes a sexual pun at Quickly’s expense.

So far, we have seen that blunders in Shakespeare stem from the speaker’s
ignorance and lack of intelligence. Their most likely symptoms are malapropisms,
which result in humour and can be amusing for the hearer. Mistress Quickly’s in-
teractive blunders, however, have one more quality - they lead to the hearer’s irri-
tation and embarrassment. In the comic scene of the Latin class, Mistress Quickly
regularly interrupts a Welsh parson, Evans, who teaches Latin to William, Mistress
Page’s son. This time, Quickly’s malapropisms are the result of the speaker’s mis-
hearing the words she overhears in a conversation:

Sir Hugh Evans:  William, how many numbers is in nouns?

William: Two.

Mistress Quickly: Truly, I thought there had been one number
more, because they say “Od’s nouns’

Sir Hugh Evans: Peace your tattlings. What is ‘fair, William?

William: Pulcher.
Mistress Quickly: Polecats! There are fairer things than polecats,
sure.

Sir Hugh Evans:  You are a very simplicity ‘oman; I pray you,
peace. — What is lapis, William? Merry Wives (4.1.18-27)

Mistress Quickly’s intrusive comment with ‘Od’s nouns’ irritates Evans. Melchiori
Ods ‘ouns” is a euphemism for the strong oath “By God’s (i.e.

<«

explains that
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Christ’s) wounds”. She equivocates on both numbers (“three” not “two” is an odd
number) and nouns (“ouns” in the oath) (Melchiori 2000: 240). Her unwitting in-
trusion upsets and distracts Evans, who orders her to be quiet: “Peace your tat-
tlings” Shakespeare presents Evans in a humorous light - he is an uneducated
teacher whose speech abounds in blunders and grammatical mistakes. He uses
the word “tattling” in the plural Welsh, meaning tittle-tattle, for which he criticises
Quickly. When William answers another of Evans’s questions, Mistress Quickly in-
terrupts again, confusing the word “pulcher” (Latin for ‘beautiful’) with “polecats”,
aword to name “vermin’, which was also known as an abusive term for “prostitutes”
(Melchiori 2000: 240). Evans loses his patience and offends Mistress Quickly using
his peculiar Welsh pronunciation and confusing a noun with an adjective: “You are
a very simplicity oman”. The rest of this conversation is characterised by Mistress
Quickly’s further malapropisms with no traces of her feeling any embarrassment.

Quickly unashamedly keeps eavesdropping and commenting on the lesson,
again mishearing and misspelling what she hears. William’s recitation of the
genitive case pronouns “horum, harum, horum” (Merry Wives, 4.1.53) draws her
attention because she understands “genitive case” as “Jenny’s case”, an indecent
allusion to a whore’s vagina (or “case”). Hence her exclamation: “Vengeance on
Jenny’s case!” (Merry Wives, 4.1.54), meaning ‘a plague on’ prostitutes (Melchiori
2000: 242). This remark embarrasses the teacher, who tries to correct her, without
hopes of success, and so Evans goes: “For shame, oman” (Merry Wives, 4.1.56). The
type of Quickly’s blunders, with their perlocutionary effects, describes her char-
acter quite well. Her numerous malapropisms demonstrate only too well Mistress
Quickly’s ignorance and lack of understanding of the words of others as well as her
own words. Because her public self-consciousness is very low, she is never embar-
rassed by her blunders. Her own words pose a threat to her positive face, which
she never realises, but it is usually her audience who realise it, this being the main
source of humour. Mistress Quickly’s blunders do not entail serious effects, mostly
humour (Falstaff) and embarrassment (Evans), which deepens our understanding
of her as a truly comic character.

3.2 Falstaff

Falstaft’s blunders are of a different nature than Mistress Quickly’s and they pro-
duce different effects. His blunders do not engender humour but often lead to the
hearer’s offence and the speaker’s embarrassment. Of course, Shakespeare’s Falstaff
is very aware of his comical effect on the audience: “The brain of this foolish-com-
pounded clay, man, is not able to / invent anything that intends to laughter more
than I/ invent, or is invented on me; I am not only witty in myself but the cause that
wit is in other men” (2 King Henry IV, 1.2.5-9). However, Falstaft’s humorous puns
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are far from the malapropisms displayed by Mistress Quickly. The examples below
illustrate that Falstaff’s witticisms are not blunders but clever repartees, the results
of his sprightly wit and cunning nature. In the Gad’s Hill robbery in 1 King Henry
IV, Falstaft, Peto, Bardolph and Prince Hal attack wealthy travellers. Hal wants to
play a practical joke on Falstaff, and together with Poins they steal his horse, put
on masks and buckram disguises and rob Falstaff and the other thieves of all the
money they have stolen. When Falstaff meets the Prince after the failed robbery,
he provides a false account of events to cover up his cowardice. Hal with premedi-
tation interrupts Falstaft’s story and encourages him to inflate his false narrative:

Falstaff: ~ These four came all affront and mainly thrust
at me. I made me no more ado, but took all their seven
[sword] points in my target [shield], thus.

Prince:  Seven? Why, there were but four even now [a minute ago].
Falstaff: ~ In buckram?
Poins: Ay, four in buckram suits.

Falstaff: ~ Seven, by these hilts, or I am a villain else.
Prince [to Poins]:  Prithee, let him alone. We shall have more anon.
Falstaff: ~ Dost thou hear me, Hal?
Prince: Ay, and mark thee, too, Jack.
Falstaft: Do so, for it is worth the listening to. These
nine in buckram that I told thee of -
Prince:  So, two more already. 1 King Henry 1V (2.4.193-206)

Falstaft gives a confused narrative and multiplies the number of robbers who at-
tacked him, and as a result, out of two disguised wrongdoers (Hal and Poins) he
increases their number to four, then seven, then nine, and eventually admits he was
fighting eleven men. This meets with the Prince’s sarcastic remark: “O monstrous!
Eleven buckram men grown out of two!” (I King Henry IV, 2.4.212). Prince Hal’s
intention is to embarrass Falstaff by encouraging him to produce more lies, as in:
“Seven? Why, there were but four even now”. Miller calls it “audience provocation”
(Miller 1996: 64-65); the attention is thrust upon Falstaff to make his story more
public with the aim to reveal his shortcomings in public. Interestingly, when Hal
gives the real account of the Gad’s Hill robbery to laugh at Falstaff and humiliate
him, Falstaft dexterously avoids the confrontation and his wit helps him save face:

Poins: Come, let’s hear Jack. What trick hast thou now?
Falstaff: By the Lord, I knew ye as well as he that made
ye. Why, hear you, my masters: was it for me to kill the
heir apparent? Should I turn upon the true prince?
Why, thou knowest I am as valiant as Hercules, but
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beware instinct. The lion will not touch the true prince;
instinct is a great matter. I was now a coward on instinct.
1 King Henry IV (2.4.258-264)

Falstaff explains that he had no doubt about his robber’s identity and recognised
Hal in his buckram clothes, but pretended to be a coward on purpose, to spare
the Prince’s life. His witticism: “The lion will not touch the true prince; / instinct
is a great matter” is not a blunder; it does not seem to be a careless mistake but
an intelligently contrived observation. In his view, he was like a lion which always
recognises royalty and refuses to attack (Kastan 2002: 222), and thus he acted like
a coward “on instinct”. Falstaff does not make a blunder in a pragmatic under-
standing, as none of the perlocutionary effects of a blunder is achieved (Falstaft
skilfully avoids feeling embarrassed, laughed at or offended), and he has control
over his narrative. The moment he sees that boasting may lead to a loss of face,
he manipulates the story and presents himself as a chivalrous knight who did not
want to kill his king, thus dismissing Hal’s allegations of cowardice. Another ex-
ample of Falstaft’s witticisms is when he is grieving about his feeble-looking body,
which was supposedly caused by his weight loss. Poins, who is witness to it, points
out just the opposite: “Why, you are so fat, Sir John, that you must / needs be out of
all compass” (1 King Henry IV, 3.3.21-22). Poins is suggesting that Falstaft has no
moderation in eating and drinking, and no self-control in anything else (Kastan
2002: 269). This meets with Falstaff’s curt and witty retort: “Do thou amend thy
face, and I'll amend my / life” (I King Henry IV, 3.3.24-25). Falstaft’s witticisms
are context-bound, clever and spontaneous comments of a humorous nature,
which is in line with Dynel’s (2009: 1287) observations.

Falstaft, however, does make actual blunders during his encounters with
Prince Hal. We perceive him as a sensitive character, a foster father to Hal, who
tends to forget himself and who inadvertently uses inappropriate language, which
leads to face damage and embarrassment. The first example is the meeting of
Falstaft with Prince Hal in the Boar’s Head tavern, where they rehearse the an-
ticipated talk of Hal with his father, the King. Hal, a boisterous and unruly prince,
wants to prove to himself that he can endure the King’s reproach and proposes
that they act out a role-play in which Falstaff will play his father. This “metatheatri-
cal” (Bousfield 2007: 211) scene demonstrates tight bonds and friendship between
them not only during the role-play but also outside the tavern. During the scene,
each speaker through impoliteness manifests their friendship and intimacy, be-
cause what they utter is not intended to be impolite or to offend the other.” The

e

5. For an in-depth analysis of the banter scene (2.4) see Bousfield’s article “Never a Truer Word

Said in Jest” (2007).
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following exchange is a banter between Hal and Falstaft playing King Henry IV,
who is worried about his son:

Falstaff~as~Henry IV:  Harry, I do not only marvel where thou spendest thy
time but also how thou art accompanied ...
If then thou be son to me - here
lies the point — why, being son to me, art thou so
pointed at? Shall the blessed son of heaven prove a
micher [truant] and eat blackberries? A question not to be
asked. ...
For Harry, now I do not speak to thee in
drink but in tears, not in pleasure but in passion, not in
words only but in woes also. And yet there is a virtuous
man whom I have often noted in thy company, but I
know not his name.
Hal~as~himself. What manner of man, an it like your majesty?
Falstaff~as~Henry IV: A goodly, portly man, i’faith, and a corpulent;
of a cheerful look, a pleasing eye and a most noble
carriage; and, as I think, his age some fifty, or, by’r
Lady, inclining to threescore. And now I remember me:
His name is Falstaft. If that man should be lewdly given,
he deceiveth me, for, Harry, I see virtue in his looks ...
then peremptorily I speak it: there is virtue in
that Falstaff. Him keep with, the rest banish. And tell
me now, thou naughty varlet, tell me, where hast thou
been this month?
Hal:  Dost thou speak like a king? Do thou stand for
me, and I'll play my father.
1 King Henry IV (2.4.388-89, 395-400, 404-422)

In the first part of the role-play, Falstaff as King Henry IV calls Hal a “naughty var-
let” [mischievous boy], but his aim is not to offend. Falstaff in the role of the “fa-
ther” claims the right to order his “son” about, and the name he calls Hal, though
patronizing, serves the aim of strengthening their mutual bond and Falstaft’s
paternal relationship with Hal. What Kastan suggests, however, is that Falstaff’s
expression “strikes a nerve” (2002: 231) because Hal immediately proposes the
change of roles: “Do thou stand for / me, and I'll play my father”. Hal as a royal
heir disapproves of Falstaft’s banter, which he finds out of place. Falstaff poten-
tially threatens Hal’s face — even if it is just a play, Hal is the Prince and Falstaft is
his subject; it is a serious mistake to address the future King in this way by a com-
moner. [ want to argue that Falstaff’s term of address towards the Prince, “thou
naughty varlet’, is a blunder, an accidental mistake whose perlocutionary effect
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is very different from the one intended; instead of building a familial relation-
ship between Falstaff and Hal, it generates a face threat and results in Hal’s real,
intended impoliteness. Now, when the roles are reversed, Hal calls Falstaff names,
which were not meant to be part of the role-play (Bousfield 2007: 214). Hal under
the cover of the theatrical play takes the chance to offend Falstaft:

Hal~as~king Henry IV:  Now, Harry, whence come you?
Falstaff~as~Hal: My noble lord, from Eastcheap.
Hal~as~king Henry IV:  The complaints I hear of thee are grievous.
Falstaff~as~Hal: "Sblood, my lord, they are false. ....
Hal~as~king Henry IV:  Swearest thou, ungracious boy? Henceforth ne’er
look on me. Thou art violently carried away from grace.
There is a devil haunts thee in the likeness of an old fat
man; a tun of man is thy companion. Why dost thou
converse with thattrunk of humours, that bolting-
hutch of beastliness, that swollenparcel of dropsies,
that huge bombard of sack, that stuffed cloak-bag of
guts, that roasted Manningtree ox with the pudding in
his belly, that reverend Vice, that grey Iniquity, that
father Ruffian, that Vanity in years? Wherein is he
good, but to taste sack and drink it? Wherein neat and
cleanly, but to carve a capon and eat it? Wherein
cunning but in craft? Wherein crafty but in villainy?
Wherein villainous, but in things? Wherein worthy,
but in nothing?
1 King Henry IV (2.4.428-431, 433-447)

Hal is using what Bousfield calls “impoliteness masked as banter” (2007: 211). The
banter is an excuse for Hal to be offensive. He calls Falstaff names in a mock im-
polite manner, but he really means to offend: “a huge bombard of sack’, “stuffed
cloakbag of guts”, “roasted Manningtree ox with a pudding in his belly”. Despite
their banter-like context, all these expressions cannot be classified as banter, be-
cause they are not evidently untrue. In fact, they describe Falstaft very well, as a
fat fellow who knows no moderation (Bousfield 2007: 216). Falstaff is offended,
which can be read from his reaction. When Bardolph interrupts the conversation
to warn Falstaff against the Sheriff approaching to arrest him for theft, Falstaff is
anxious to continue with the role-play, and he now wants to address the abuses
posed by Hal: “Out, ye rouge [to Bardolph]! Play out the play. I have / much to say
in the behalf of that Falstaft” (I King Henry IV, 2.4.471-472). Falstaff’s banter was
out of line and a result of his carelessness; its playful nature was misinterpreted by
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the young Prince, thus leading to an on-record impoliteness directed at Falstaft.
He experiences a loss of positive face and wants to protect his good name.

Another blunder illustrating Falstaff’s careless attitude takes place at Hal’s
coronation in 2 King Henry IV. He learns a bitter lesson when, again, he forgets
himself and addresses the (now) King using terms of endearment instead of an
official title, e.g. “your majesty”:

Falstaft: God save thy grace, King Hal, my royal Hal!

Pistol: The heavens thee guard and keep, most royal imp
of fame!

Falstaft: God save thee my sweet boy!

Henry V: My Lord Chief Justice, speak to that vain man.
Chief Justice: Have you your wits? Know you what ’tis you

speak?
Falstaff: My King! My Jove! I speak to thee, my heart!
Henry V: I know thee not, old man. Fall to thy prayers.

How ill white hairs become a fool and jester! ...
Falstaft: Master Shallow, I owe you a thousand pound.

2 Henry IV (5.5.41-48, 73)

Falstaft’s blunder is unwitting, but very serious in effect because it leads to his pub-
lic humiliation by the King.® Encouraged by their fraternal conversations and mer-
ry-making in the taverns, Falstaff carelessly addresses the King with an inappro-
priate address term (“God save thee my sweet boy!”), which is viewed as offensive
by the audience. At first, Henry V asks the Chief Justice to rebuke Falstaff, since
it is not the King’s duty to correct commoners. After the Chief Justice’s reproach,
Falstaff, however, addresses the King again. In response, Henry attacks Falstaff
with bald on-record impoliteness. Falstaff’s positive face is particularly vulnerable
to the attack: at this moment his status as a friend and foster father to the King is
ruined. The King does not seem to recognise Falstaft’s blunder but retaliates with
impoliteness as a way of saving his own face from public humiliation. Henry mis-
interprets Falstaft’s intention to show love and friendship towards the new king
and uses impoliteness to demonstrate his power over Falstaft (see Section 2.2).

6. This rejection happened long ago. Henry V’s disassociation from Falstaft in this scene is an
effect of his former plan to “be more [him]self” (I King Henry IV, 3.2.93), which he promised
his father as Prince Hal. When King Henry IV was chastising him for carousing with Falstaff
and drinking in taverns, Hal made a promise to reform and behave following his royal birth and
position. Later, as the King, he declared to Falstaft that this transformation took place the mo-
ment he became the King and that from that time on he required respect and reverence from his
former friend: “Presume not that I am the thing I was; / For God doth know, so shall the world
perceive, / That I have turned away my former self” (2 King Henry IV, 5.5.56-58).
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The King employs positive impoliteness in a direct, on-record manner: “ignore,
snub the other” (Henry fails to acknowledge Falstaff’s presence), and “disassoci-
ate from the other” (Henry denies association or common ground with Falstaft)
(Culpeper 1996: 357). The King pretends he does not know him: “I know thee
not, old man”. Critics argue about the manner of expression of Falstaff’s words
that follow: “Master Shallow, I owe you a thousand pound” (2 Henry IV, 5.5.73) -
they say regretful, business-like, humiliated, stoical, or resilient (Humphreys
2007: 183).7 The coronation scene demonstrates that the speaker’s blunder can
lead to the addressee’s on-record impoliteness in return, the royal context contrib-
uting significantly to our understanding and interpretation of Falstaft’s “rejection”
(Humphreys 2007: lviii) by Henry V.

Falstaft’s blunders have much more serious consequences and produce differ-
ent perlocutionary effects than Quickly’s. As a more cunning and witty character,
he escapes blunders stemming from ignorance (including malapropisms), but his
blunders occur when he is careless (i.e. role-play) or when he does not recognise
the context of the situation (i.e. the coronation scene). Falstaff can see his mistakes
thanks to his intelligence, and therefore, unlike Mistress Quickly, he experiences
embarrassment or face threat in conversation, e.g. he wants to protect his positive
face when offended by Hal in the role-play. Importantly, Falstaff’s blunders do not
generate humorous effects; they lead to the embarrassment of the speaker, and of-
fence experienced by both the speaker and his hearer.

4. Concluding remarks

The pragma-stylistic analysis of Mistress Quickly’s and Falstaff’s speech has shown
that humour exemplified by comic characters is not necessarily linked to the blun-
ders they make. Mistress Quickly’s blunders, among them her numerous mala-
propisms, present her as a typically comic character whose low public self-con-
sciousness and poor education prevent her from understanding her own words and
recognising her linguistic mistakes. In effect, she poses an unintentional threat to
herself (her positive face) without even knowing about it. Her attempts at display-
ing wit end in sexual puns and malapropisms which lead to humour and, occa-
sionally, to the hearer’s embarrassment or irritation (i.e. Evans). Falstaff is different
in this respect. His speech is free from malapropisms although he is a comedy-like

7. Chimes at Midnight (1965) by Orson Welles offers an interesting interpretation of the corona-
tion scene. We can see Welles’s Falstaff as he goes down on his knees and stares bluntly at the
figure of the King, who is walking away in the direction of the throne. Falstaff is disappointed
and heartbroken but aware of his mistake.
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character, too. Additionally, Falstaff’s blunders have more serious perlocutionary
effects than Mistress Quickly’s; they can pose a serious face threat to the hearer,
who retaliates with on-record impoliteness, leading to Falstaff’s own face loss in
public (i.e. Henry V in the coronation scene). In short, Falstaff’s blunders are a
result of his spontaneity, carelessness, and lack of moderation. They encourage an
analyst to give thought to the tragic rather than the comic side of his nature.

Blunders can be employed as a useful analytical tool in literary characterisa-
tion because they considerably reflect the personality of dramatic figures such as
Falstaft and Mistress Quickly in Shakespeare. From a pragmatic standpoint, blun-
ders cannot be equated with gaffes and instances of faux pas because they occur
in a larger number of communicative contexts and produce more perlocutionary
effects. According to the Oxford English Dictionary, gaftes or faux pas are “social
mistakes” which are considered tactless and embarrassing in a social situation.
Blunders are unwitting transgressions against the rules of politeness which can
happen in any context and result from the speaker’s ignorance, lack of embar-
rassability or moderation, carelessness, etc. Blunders produce unintentional per-
locutionary effects which can affect both the hearer and the speaker. They may
engender humour or the hearer’s embarrassment, but they can also cause mutual
offence resulting from e.g. the speaker’s lack of recognition of the context and the
hearer’s misrecognition of the speaker’s intention, as demonstrated in the ana-
lytical section. Blunders are still an unexplored pragmatic territory where speech
acts, (im)politeness, humour and intention find common ground. I hope that my
chapter will be a stimulus to further discussion on the nature of blunders and their
pragmatic function in both real-life and fictional (con)texts.
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Restoration and eighteenth-century drama
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The eighteenth century is often referred to as the age of politeness, and the term
politeness has been argued to be a key term in a variety of settings at this time.
This paper sets out to investigate the discourse of politeness and, more gener-
ally, the discourse of manners during this period and the period leading up to

it (1660 to 1790). It focuses on the vocabulary used in talking about manners
and politeness and on the way this vocabulary is used in actual interactions. In a
first step, it investigates several large corpora and what they can tell us about the
development of the vocabulary of manners and politeness before it zooms in, in
a second step, on a more detailed investigation of three comedies of the period:
Aphra Behn’s The Town-Fop: or Sir Timothy Tawdrey (1676), Sir Richard Steele’s
The Conscious Lovers (1722), and Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer,

or The Mistakes of a Night (1773). A close reading and a careful analysis of the
discourse of manners and politeness, and crucially the discourse of violations

of manners and politeness, in these three plays reveals a significant shift from

a preoccupation with honour and reputation in the Restoration period to the
politeness of a good character in the early eighteenth century and finally to a
concern for polished and somewhat superficial manners in the late eighteenth
century. The three comedies thus mirror in a detailed and nuanced way what the
development of the vocabulary of manners and politeness suggests in a broad-
brush perspective on a much larger scale.

Keywords: manners, politeness, Restoration drama, eighteenth-century drama,
Aphra Behn, Richard Steele, Oliver Goldsmith

1. Introduction

Manners and politeness are very elusive concepts that defy any easy classification

or definition, but they are clearly intimately related. In fact, the Oxford English
Dictionary uses the term “politeness” in its definition of “manners” and the term

https://doi.org/10.1075/pbns.312.05juc
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“manners” in its definition of “politeness” It defines “manners” as “A person’s so-
cial behaviour or habits, judged according to the degree of politeness or the degree
of conformity to accepted standards of behaviour or propriety” and as “Polite or
refined social behaviour or habits” (OED, Third Edition, “manner”, n., sense 6a
and 6b, in plural); and it defines “politeness” as “Courtesy, good manners, behav-
iour that is respectful or considerate of others” (OED, Third Edition, “politeness”,
n., sense 3a). But beyond this somewhat deceptive equation of politeness with
good manners things get more complex, and it is difficult to establish a common
denominator of what a speech community considers to be good manners or polite,
especially if we are interested in a historical speech community.

This article sets out to explore this question at a period in the history of English
that is particularly relevant for issues of good manners and politeness, i.e. the eigh-
teenth century, which has been described as the age of politeness. Klein (1994: 3)
considers the term “politeness” to be a key word for the eighteenth century.

In later seventeenth- and early eighteenth-century England, the term “politeness”
came into particular prominence as a key word, used in a variety of settings, with
a wide range of meanings. From the first, politeness was associated with and often
identified with gentlemanliness since it applied to the social world of gentlemen
and ladies. (...) Not all gentlemen were polite since “politeness” was a criterion
of proper behavior. The kernel of “politeness” could be conveyed in the simple
expression, “the art of pleasing in company; or, in a contemporary definition, “a
dextrous management of our Words and Actions, whereby we make other People
have better Opinions of us and themselves.” (Klein 1994: 3, 4)

Klein’s definition already highlights some important aspects of the term “polite-
ness” in the eighteenth century. There seems to be a strong social component be-
cause of the term’s association with gentlemanliness. The term also had a moral
dimension pertaining to proper (moral) behaviour, and it had a dimension of
pleasing actions that would hide less pleasing underlying motives. They would
make other people have better opinions than would otherwise be warranted.

It is the aim of this paper to explore the linguistic evidence that can be found
for these dimensions. The focus will here be on the period from 1660 to 1790, be-
ginning with the Restoration of the English monarchy and ending with the French
Revolution. Thus, it covers most of the eighteenth century, in which manners and
politeness had such a special place in English society, as well as the decades leading
up to it. And it ends with the beginning of what literary theorists call the Romantic
period (see Baines 2004).

In a first step, my investigation will focus on the vocabulary of good manners
and politeness. I want to find out how the repertoire of politeness terms developed
throughout this period. Which terms were particularly frequent, and which were
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less so? It turns out that the term “politeness’, in spite of its undoubted significance
for the period, was not a particularly frequent term. And in a second step I zoom
in on small-scale case studies of three comedies first performed in London during
the period under investigation. These are Aphra Behn’s The Town Fop from the
Restoration period, Sir Richard Steele’s Conscious Lovers from the first half of the
eighteenth century and Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer from the second
half. In these case studies, I explore the different ways in which the characters talk
about manners and politeness and about deviations from manners and politeness,
and I am particularly interested in the way in which these discourses changed
from one play to the next.

2. The vocabulary of manners and politeness

Figure 1 provides a first bird’s-eye view of some of the relevant vocabulary from
the eighteenth century until today. GoogleBooks Ngram Viewer is an interesting
tool because of its vast dimension of 361 billion words of text from the 1500s to
2000 (see Michel et al. 2010). However, the view is also blurry because it is not
possible to eliminate false positives or to access the context of individual hits, since
the database does not consist of the original running texts but of indexed ngrams
of up to five running words.

Google Books Ngram Viewer

phrases: | - case-insensitve

between 1700 and 2000 from the corpus Eritish English S LU E R OBl Search lots of books

0.00900%
0.00800%
0.00700%
0.00600%
0.00500%
0.00400%
0.00300%
0.00200%

0.00100% manners
courtesy
politeness
lity

0.00000%
1700 1750 1800 1850 1900 1950 2000

Figure 1. Frequency of the terms manners, courtesy, politeness and civility from 1700 to
2000 (GoogleBooks Ngram Viewer)

Figure 1 is dominated by the term manners because at its maximum it is about
eight times more frequent than the other terms. It shows a very marked increase
during the eighteenth century from about 0.001 to 0.008 per cent (i.e. from about
10 to 80 instances per million words). But a careful look at Figure 1 reveals that the
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terms politeness and civility show a very similar increase in the middle of the eigh-
teenth century, albeit on a lower level. They increase from less than two to about 10
per million words. The term courtesy also shows an increase but somewhat later. It
continues to increase gradually until about 1950, while the other three terms start
to decline in the first half of the nineteenth century. From this first wide-angle
perspective, it appears that something must have happened at around the middle
of the eighteenth century to give these terms an increased prominence.

Figure 2 is based on ARCHER, A Representative Corpus of Historical English
Registers, a multi-genre corpus which covers four centuries from 1600 to 1999 and
contains about 3.5 million words. For this figure the same four terms served as a
starting point, except that in this case, the search was extended to include closely
related forms (i.e. the terms civil, polite and courteous in Figure 2 also include civil-
ity and civilities, politeness and politely, and courtesy and courteously). Their fre-
quencies per 10,000 words are shown for the eight half centuries from 1600 to 1999.

ARCHER 3.2
18
1.6
1.4

1.2

0.8
0.6
0.4

0.2

o
1600-1649 1650-1699 1700-1749 1750-1799 1800-1849 1850-1899 1900-1949 1950-1999
@ manners [ civil polite [ courteous

Figure 2. Frequency of sets of politeness terms (per 10,000 words) across eight half cen-
turies from 1600 to 1999 (ARCHER 3.2)

There are some striking similarities and differences to Figure 1 above. First of all,
the term manners does not stand out as more frequent than the other terms. It is
the term civil and its related forms that stand out as more frequent. It appears that
in the genres represented in ARCHER, civil seems to be a relatively important
term in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. The term polite and its associat-
ed forms show a similar increase throughout the eighteenth century as in Figure 1
above. They start from just a few instances in the entire seventeenth century to
about 0.3 per 10,000 words in the first half and 0.6 in the second half of the eigh-
teenth century. The overall developments of the civil set and the courteous set do
not show very clear trends.
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Figure 3 is taken from a study by Nevala and Sairio (2017), which is an exten-
sion of Nevalainen and Tissari (2010). They focus on the eighteenth century and
use a more coherent single-genre corpus, i.e. the eighteenth-century Extension of
the Corpus of Early English Correspondence (CEEC), which contains a little more
than two million words. They investigate not only politeness terms, such as civility,
politeness and respectability but also terms of discord, such as disgrace, mortification
and shame. The figure plots not only the nouns, such as civility or shame but also
the related adjectives and adverbs, i.e. civil, civilly, ashamed and shameful(ly), etc.

20 —e— civility

18 —=— politeness
16 sensibility
14 —*— respectability
12 —%— disgrace

10 —e— mortification
8 —+— shame

behaviour
6
4
———
o _
1700-1739 1740-1779 1780-1800

Figure 3. Relative frequencies of politeness and discord words in CEECE (per 100,000
words) (Nevala and Sairio 2017: 116).

Figure 3 plots the relative frequency of the eight sets of politeness and discord
terms in three periods of the eighteenth century. The civility set is clearly the most
frequent in all three periods. It appears to be between two and three times as fre-
quent as the politeness set, which corresponds roughly to their relative difference
in Figure 2 above, even though the diachronic development cannot be compared
easily across the two figures because they use different subperiods. The most
prominent set ranking below civility is one of the discord words, i.e. shame and its
related forms. This clearly makes the point that people concerned with civility and
politeness also had to talk about the opposite and the negative effects of a lack of
civility and politeness.

Figure 4 is based on the data in the Corpus of Late Modern English Texts
(CLMET 3.0), which comprises a total of about 34 million words of running text
ranging from 1710 to 1924. It is about ten times as large as ARCHER, but it covers
a shorter period of only three centuries, from 1710 to 1999. For this figure the texts
have been put into quarter centuries according to the metainformation provided
for each text (see Diller, de Smet & Tyrkko 2010). The data for the years before
1725 is not included because there are only four files and less than 150,000 words
for this subperiod.
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CLMET 3.0
2.5

0.5

o
1725-1749 17501774 1775-1799 1800-1824 1825-1849 1850-1874 1875-1899 1900-1924
@ manners [ civil polite [ courteous

Figure 4. Frequency of sets of politeness terms (per 10,000 words) across eight quarter
centuries from 1725 to 1924 (CLMET 3.0)

The frequency figures for the terms civil, polite and courteous in Figure 4 again in-
clude relevant morphological variations of each term. This may partly explain why
the large difference between the frequency of manners and the other three terms
that could be observed in Figure 1 is not in evidence in Figure 4. The develop-
ment here is much smoother than in Figure 2 (ARCHER). The term manners and
the civil set increase in use throughout the eighteenth century and decline in the
following two centuries, while the polite set peaks somewhat earlier, in the third
quarter of the eighteenth century.

It is, of course, possible that the clearer lines of development are due to the
larger size of CLMET 3.0. All the terms included here show relatively low fre-
quencies. For ARCHER this means that there are often no more than a handful
of attestations per time period, especially in the first three half centuries, i.e. from
1600 to 1749. In this situation, a few texts with idiosyncratic vocabulary usages can
seriously distort the overall picture. In CLMET 3.0, this is less of a problem with
three or more million words per time period.

Figure 5, finally, focuses in on a very small convenience sample of English
plays. Here, too, single texts can potentially distort the picture, but this corpus
has the advantage that it is more coherent because all texts are plays, and they
are split into time periods that make sense from a literary point of view. Table 1
lists the plays according to the date of their first performance into the three peri-
ods: Restoration, Early and Late Eighteenth Century. The dividing line between
the early and the late plays is 1737, i.e. the date of the Licencing Act of 1737,
which brought in much stricter government control and censorship on theatres
in the United Kingdom.

In spite of the small size and the convenience nature of this sample corpus,
the results confirm and reinforce the developments gleaned from the previous
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Table 1. The composition and size of the sample corpus.?®

Date Author Title No of words
1667 Behn Plays 150,166
1675 Wycherley Plays 326,878
1676 Etherege Man of Mode 28,495
Total Restoration 505,539
1700 Centlivre Perjured Husband 14,973
1703 Centlivre Stolen Heiress 17,592
1709 Centlivre Busie Body 23,878
1722 Steele Plays 143,462
Total Early 18th century 199,905
1770 Foote Lame Lover 14,157
1772 Goldsmith She Stoops to Conquer 22,953
1775 Sheridan Rivals 27,997
1777 Sheridan School for Scandal 30,457
1781 Macklin Man of the World 23,949
Total Late 18th century 119,513
824,957

a. The editions used for this sample corpus were all taken from Project Gutenberg. The designation
“Plays” indicates that an entire collection of plays was included for a particular author.

Sample plays
4
3.5
3
2.5
2
15
1
0.5
Restoration Early 18th c. Late 18th c.
@ manners (@ civil polite [ courteous

Figure 5. Frequency of sets of politeness terms (per 10,000 words) across three literary
periods from 1660 to 1790 in a convenience sample of plays

figures. The civil set stands out as far more frequent than the others, at least in the
Restoration period. The politeness set shows again a distinct increase over the three
periods in spite of the fact that it does not appear to be very frequent overall. The
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courteous set decreases somewhat, and the term manners does not show a clear
line of development.

The above look at several different corpora covering the period under inves-
tigation has made it evident that it may be misleading to consult just one cor-
pus. The corpora differ in terms of size and composition, and they offer different
time spans to capture the development of the frequency of individual lexical sets.
The terms under investigation here turn out to be not particularly frequent. This
may be surprising given the comments by cultural and social historians, who have
pointed out, for instance, the importance of the term politeness for the eighteenth
century. But there is considerable evidence that the frequency of the term polite
and its related forms increase very noticeably throughout the eighteenth century.
In the next section, therefore, I want to change the focus of the investigation to a
close-up of three selected plays and the interactions of their characters.

3. The discourse of manners and politeness

The plays chosen for these case studies are not only a product of their times but
also very individual works of art by three very different authors. However, they
also have some striking similarities. They are all comedies, and they all deal with
similar social problems: the socio-economic significance of marriage and the pa-
rental interventions in young people’s desires to marry according to their hearts.
They are Aphra Behn’s The Town-Fop; Or, Sir Timothy Tawdrey; Sir Richard Steele’s
The Conscious Lovers; and Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer, or The
Mistakes of a Night. All three plays were first performed in London, The Town-Fop
in 1676, The Conscious Lovers in 1722, and She Stoops to Conquer in 1773. In all
three plays, the male hero and his best friend are intent on marrying young ladies
of their choice but there are complications. The older generation, represented by
father, mother or uncle, have different marriage plans for the younger generation.
In each case there is also a third young gentleman who, with the support of the
older generation, wants to or is contracted to marry one of the two young ladies.
The proposed and desired marriages have important financial implications in the
form of dowries whose sizes depend on the choice of the marriage partner and
the older generation’s approval or disapproval of the intended nuptial ties. After
a series of tribulations, involving various conflicts, ranging from verbal disputes
to brawls and even duels, between the two friends on the one hand and the third
man on the other, all the entanglements are resolved. The young lovers get their
desired wives, the older generation recognises their errors of judgement and is
delighted to give their consent, and the third gentleman is happy to marry another
wife (Sir Timothy in The Town-Fop) or to escape unscathed either because the
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dowry turned out to be smaller than anticipated (the coxcomb Cimberton in The
Conscious Lovers) or because he never wanted to marry the bride intended for him
in the first place (Tony Limpkin in She Stoops to Conquer).

In spite of the similarities of the basic constellation, the unfolding events and
the cast of supporting characters in the three plays differ considerably. Aphra
Behn’s Town-Fop is a Restoration comedy, which includes a prostitute as one of
the main characters. One of the central scenes of the play even takes place in a
brothel. Richard Steele’s Conscious Lovers is designed to provide a contrast to the
licentiousness of Restoration comedy and to set a good example of honourable
behaviour. And Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer, written almost exactly
one hundred years after The Town-Fop, is a comedy of manners. It shifts its scene
away from London and into the country. But all three plays - in one way or an-
other - thematise manners and the propriety of behaviours. They distinguish be-
tween proper behaviour and behaviour that is the object of scorn, ridicule and
censure. This cannot only be seen in how the characters behave but also in the
way they talk about manners and the propriety of behaviour, and such talk is not
restricted to the main characters or the characters of higher social classes but even
the servants seem to be preoccupied with such questions. As Lindsay (1993: xxiv)
puts it for Richardson’s Conscious Lovers, “even the back-chat among the servants
is governed by notions of loyalty and propriety”.

Aphra Behn’s Town-Fop opens with a scene in which Sir Timothy Tawdrey, the
eponymous town-fop of the play and third gentleman in the basic constellation of
characters outlined above, declares his intent to marry Celinda Dresswell and in
the process disparages her brother.

(1) SIR TIMOTHY Hereabouts is the House wherein dwells, the Mistriss of
my heart; For she has money Boyes, mind me, money in abundance, or
she were not for me - the Wench her self is good natur’d, and inclin’d to
be civil, but a Pox on’t - She has a Brother a conceited Fellow, whom the
world mistakes for a fine Gentleman, for he has Travell’d, talks Lan-
guages, bows with a bone meine, and the rest, but by fortune he shall
entertain you with nothing but words ——

SHAM Nothing else? ——

SIR TIMOTHY No — He’s no Countrey Squire Gentlemen, will not Game,
Whore, nay, in my Conscience you will hardly get your selves Drunk in
his Company - He Treats A-la-mode, half Wine, half Water, and the
rest — But to the business, this Fellow loves his Sister dearly, and will not
trust her in this lewd Town, as he calls it, without him, and hither he has
brought her to marry me. (Town-Fop, 1.1.1-14)
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He describes Celinda’s brother, called Friendlove, in terms that establish a con-
trast between his own assessment and that of the world. The world apparently
approves of Friendlove’s character because he has travelled and knows languages,
but Sir Timothy disapproves of him because he does not engage in what are pre-
sumably Sir Timothy’s own favourite pastimes; gaming, drinking and using the
services of prostitutes. Thus, in this opening scene, Sir Timothy characterises not
only Friendlove but also himself. He uses two French phrases in his remonstra-
tions, “bone meine” and “A-la-mode”, which further characterise him because “us-
ing French unnecessarily was a sign of a coxcomb” (notes to line 1.1.152).

In the second scene of the first act, Sir Timothy unabashedly woos Celinda,
who, however, is in love with Bellmour. He even produces a letter written by her
father, who wants him and Celinda to be married the next day. Bellmour, who is
also present, is enraged and turns against Sir Timothy, and Sir Timothy mocks
Bellmour in terms that again blatantly clash with more standard evaluations
of good behaviour.

(2) SIRTIMOTHY Oh I had forgot, thou art a modest Rogue, and to thy
eternal shame, hadst never the Reputation of a Mistriss — Lord, Lord,
that I could see thee address thy self to a Lady —— I fancy thee a very
ridiculous Figure, in that posture, by Fortune.

BELLMOUR  Why Sir —— I can Court a Lady —

SIR TIMOTHY No, no, thou’rt modest; that is to say, a Countrey Gentle-
man; that is to say, Ill-bred; that is to say, a Fool by Fortune, as the World
goes. (Town-Fop, 1.2.231-238)

Sir Timothy, the town-fop, clearly turns the normal evaluations upside down, but
his characterisations or rather “accusations” nevertheless reveal what must have
been important criteria of character evaluation of the time, with gaming, drinking
and prostitution as key elements. And in fact, in act four, when Bellmour has been
forced against his own wishes and vows to marry Diana, he sets off together with
Sir Timothy to a brothel in order to drink, play cards and meet prostitutes. His
uncle’s insistence on his marriage to a woman he does not love drives him to the
extremes of the wrong kind of behaviour.

In this play, the discourse of proper behaviour is mainly concerned with
such features of character, and, in fact, the terms manners, politeness and cour-
tesy do not occur at all. Instead it is the terms honour and reputation that stand
out with frequent occurrences (24 and 11, respectively). Extracts (3) and (4)
are relevant examples.

(3) BELLMOUR My Honour! And my Reputation, now!
They both were forfeit, when I broke my Vow.
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Nor cou’d my Honour with thy Fame decline,
Who e’re prophanes thee, injures nought of mine.
This night upon the Couch my self I'll lay,
And, like Franciscans, let th’ ensuing day
Take care for all the toils it brings with it,
Whatever Fate arrives, I can submit.
(Town-Fop, Act 3, Scene 2, lines 321-328, emphasis added)

In Extract (3), Bellmour bewails his own misery. He has been forced by his uncle
to marry Diana in spite of the fact that he had already exchanged vows with the
woman he loves, Celinda. On their wedding night, he confesses to Diana that he
cannot love her because he already loves another, and the scene finishes with this
heart-breaking appeal. Breaking the vows has ruined both his honour and his rep-
utation. He leaves the scene to team up with Sir Timothy to visit a brothel.

The terms honour and reputation are not only used by the main characters of
the play. Sir Timothy, the town-fop, keeps Betty Flauntit, a prostitute, as his mis-
tress, and Flauntit, too, appears to be concerned about her reputation and honour.
In Extract (4), taken from the brothel scene in act 4, Mrs Driver, the bawd, an-
nounces new customers who are Bellmour and Sir Timothy in disguise. Flauntit
demurely appeals to her reputation and honour in spite of the fact that she “recre-
ates herself a little sometimes” as she prudishly puts it.

(4) DRIVER  Truly Mrs, Flauntit, this young Squire that you were sent to
for, has two or three persons more with him that must be accommodated
too.
FLAUNTIT Driver, tho I do recreate my self a little sometimes, yet you
know I value my Reputation and Honour.
(Town-Fop, Act 4, Scene 2, lines 244-248, emphasis added)

In the end everything is resolved. The unhappy marriage contract between
Bellmour and Diana is revoked. Bellmour is allowed to marry his beloved Celinda,
and Diana is married to Celinda’s brother Friendlove. Even Sir Timothy, the town-
fop, gets a wife, Bellmour’s sister Phillis, and a suitable dowry to make him happy.

Richard Steele’s Conscious Lovers has been classified as a sentimental comedy
(Novak 1979; Hynes 2004). It was designed to set a good example to the audience
by presenting exemplary characters and by avoiding the licentiousness, debauch-
ery and immorality of Restoration comedy. Steele’s aim was to improve the theatre,
and in his preface to the play, he expresses his hopes that “it may have some effect
upon the Goths and Vandals that frequent the theatres, or a more polite audience
may supply their absence”; he does not aim for the laughter of his audience but
for “a Joy too exquisite for Laughter” (Steele 1993: 68). In this play, the two lov-
ers are Bevil Jr. and his friend Myrtle. They are in love with Indiana and Lucinda
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respectively, but Bevil’s father, Sir John Bevil, wants his son to marry Lucinda, the
daughter of the rich merchant, Mr Sealand. Mrs Sealand, at the same time, wants
her daughter Lucinda to marry Cimberton, a coxcomb (see also Jucker 2016, 2020).

The play opens with a scene in which Sir John Bevil talks to his servant
Humphrey about the marriage that he has arranged for his son and Lucinda,
and in the course of their conversation they also talk about manners and
appropriate behaviour.

(5) SIRJ.BEVIL  Let me see, Humphrey; I think it is now full forty years
since I first took thee to be about myself.

HUMPHREY I thank you, sir, it has been an easy forty years; and I have
pass’d ‘em without much sickness, care, or labour.

SIRJ.BEVIL  Thou hast a brave constitution; you are a year or two older
than I am, Sirrah.

HUMPHREY  You have ever been of that mind, Sir.

SIRJ.BEVIL  You knave, you know it; I took thee for thy gravity and
sobriety, in my wild years.

HUMPHREY  Ah, sir! our manners were form’d from our different
fortunes, not our different age. Wealth gave a loose to your
youth, and poverty put a restraint upon mine.

(Conscious Lovers, 1.1, p. 75)

Sir John Bevil wants to share his personal fears about the planned marriage with
his servant and, therefore, stresses the long acquaintance they have had with each
other. Humphrey has been in Bevil’s service for four decades, but it seems that
their perspectives on these years differ somewhat. Humphrey does not contradict
his master on the issue of their respective ages but diplomatically concedes to his
master’s opinion on the matter. However, when Bevil mentions Humphrey’s “grav-
ity and sobriety” at a time when he himself still was “wild”, Humphrey implicitly
disagrees with reference to their different manners. Manners, it turns out, are a
matter of wealth. Where Sir John Bevil could afford to be wild, Humphrey had
no choice but to put up with soberness and moderation. For Humphrey manners
are very much class-based. They are not a matter of free choice but a matter of
economic opportunity.

The next extract is taken from act 3. Mrs Sealand has plans for her daugh-
ter that differ not only from her daughter’s but also from her own husband’s.
She wants to marry her to the coxcomb Cimberton because of his considerable
wealth. For Cimberton, the marriage is above all a business deal that he negoti-
ates with Lucinda’s mother, and Lucinda herself is no more than an inconvenient
commodity that is part of the deal. Enraged, Lucinda storms off, but Cimberton
is not perturbed.
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(6) CIMBERTON No harm done - you know, Madam, the better sort of
people, as I observ’d to you, treat by their lawyers of
weddings (adjusting himself at the glass) and the woman in
the bargain, like the mansion house in the sale of the estate,
is thrown in, and what that is, whether good or bad, is
not at all consider’d.

MRS SEALANDI grant it, and therefore make no demand for her youth,
and beauty, and every other accomplishment, as the
common world think ‘em, because she is not polite.

CIMBERTON  Madam, I know, your exalted understanding, abstracted,
as it is, from vulgar prejudices, will not be offended, when
I declare to you, I marry to have an heir to my estate, and
not to beget a colony, or a plantation. This young woman’s
beauty, and constitution, will demand provision for a tenth
child at least. (Conscious Lovers, 3.1, p. 113)

Mrs Sealand concedes Cimberton’s point that the bride is no more than a mansion
house in the transaction of an estate, and in this context, she adds as an excuse
for the lack of accomplishments of her daughter that she is “not polite”. From this
description it becomes clear that politeness here is not a feature of a specific ac-
tion on a specific occasion, but it is a persistent feature of a person, a feature that
makes all the difference between a person that Mrs Sealand and Cimberton would
be prepared to accept as their equal and one who is merely a slightly inconvenient
commodity in a wedding contract. Even her beauty is something that Cimberton
uses against her. It will be responsible for a larger number of children than he actu-
ally needs, and, therefore, it stands to reason that the dowry needs to take that into
account even if his bride is not “polite”

In Extract (7), it is the fathers who discuss a marriage contract. Sir John Bevil
desires to sign the contract as soon as possible to marry his son off to Mr Sealand’s
daughter, Lucinda, but Mr Sealand suspects (correctly, as it happens) that Bevil
Junior is romantically involved with a different lady, and he is not taken in by
Sir John Bevil’s protestations about his son’s impeccable character. He is not con-
vinced that Bevil Junior will mend his ways from what he perceives as his current
less-than-virtuous life. Bevil Junior has been seen in public to talk in a somewhat
familiar way to another lady, and this is sufficiently suspicious. What is more sig-
nificant in this passage, however, is how Mr Sealand, a rich merchant, compares
Sir John Bevil’s social class to his own. The merchants have grown in importance
only recently, and according to Mr Sealand they are as honourable as the gen-
try, “as you landed folks”, and ironically he adds that they are “almost as useful”
The gentry are brought up “to be lazy”. They do not trade except in some trifling
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matters, such as some hay or an ox. This contrasts with the industriousness of the
merchants, and, therefore, he concludes industry must be dishonourable.

(7) SIRJ.BEVIL My son, Sir, is a discreet and sober gentleman -

MR SEALAND Sir, I never saw a man that wench’d soberly and discreetly,
that ever left it off — the decency observ’d in the practice,
hides, even from the sinner, the iniquity of it. They pursue
it, not that their appetites hurry ‘em away, but, I warrant
you, because ‘tis their opinion, they may do it.

SIRJ.BEVIL  Were what you suspect a truth - do you design to keep
your daughter a virgin “ill you find a man unblemish’d that
way?

MR SEALAND Sir, as much a cit as you take me for — I know the town, and
the world - and give me leave to say, that we merchants
are a species of gentry, that have grown into the world this
last century, and are as honourable, and almost as useful,
as you landed folks, that have always thought your selves
so much above us; For your trading, forsooth! is extended
no farther, than a load of hay, or a fat ox — You are pleasant
people, indeed; because you are generally bred up to be
lazy, therefore, I warrant you, industry is dishonourable.

SIRJ.BEVIL  Be not offended, sir; let us go back to our point.

(Conscious Lovers 4.2, p. 124)

Sir John Bevil’s answer makes it clear how Mr Sealand’s utterance is to be under-
stood. Mr Sealand is offended by the offer of a son-in-law whose social virtues are
questionable, especially because the offer comes from a member of the gentry who
think they are much more honourable than the hard-working merchants.

Oliver Goldsmith’s comedy of manners, She Stoops to Conquer, finally adopts
quite a different perspective. The integrity of the characters is no longer a ma-
jor issue. It is the way they behave in public, their manners, which matters. The
main character, Young Marlow, suffers from a split personality. In the presence of
ladies of his own standing he is bashful, shy and timid, and does not manage to
engage in any meaningful conversation. With women of a lower social standing,
however, he is entirely transformed and does not hesitate to converse with them
or even pursue them.

At the opening of the play, Marlow and his best friend Hastings are on their
way to visit Mr Hardcastle, whose plan is for his daughter Kate to marry Marlow.
However, Tony Limpkin, the third man, plays a practical joke on Marlow and
Hastings so that they get lost on the way. They arrive at Hardcastle’s house, but
they are led to believe that it is an inn, and, therefore, they take Hardcastle to be
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the inn-keeper rather than the owner of the house and the father of the intended
bride. It is this basic misunderstanding about the identity and social status of the
interactants that leads to clashes about manners. What would be normal behav-
iour for a host seems very rude if done by an inn-keeper. In Extract (8), Marlow
expresses his exasperation to his friend Hastings about the inappropriate behav-
iour of the “inn-keeper”.

(8) MARLOW The assiduities of these good people teize me beyond bearing.
My host seems to think it ill manners to leave me alone, and
so he claps not only himself, but his old-fashioned wife, on
my back. They talk of coming to sup with us too; and then, I
suppose, we are to run the gantlet thro’ all the rest of the family.
(She Stoops to Congquer, Act 2, p. 353)

The passage states clearly what kind of behaviour Marlow expects from an inn-
keeper. The host and his wife apparently follow him around and they even suggest
joining their guests for dinner. This, in his view, is clearly not good manners on
behalf of an inn-keeper. He wants to be left alone and to his own devices. Servants
are not to intrude and impose themselves on him. In the previous scene, the exas-
peration was mutual. Marlow demanded to be informed of the menu for dinner,
expressed his unhappiness about the choices on offer and enquired about the suit-
ability of his room. He even asked his servant to liberally drink beer in an attempt
to provide some additional business for the assumed inn-keeper.

Hardcastle’s frequent asides in the scene make it clear that he finds Marlow’s
behaviour deeply insulting. The problem is a clash of manners, and they clash be-
cause of the mistaken identities. From passages such as this it can be deduced that
here manners are a code of behaviour in the sense of etiquette, and these manners
have to be adjusted carefully to the social role of the addressee and the relationship
between the speaker and the addressee.

In Extract (9), Mrs Hardcastle talks to Hastings. Mrs Hardcastle has already
been portrayed as being interested in the latest fashion from London in contrast
to her husband, who much prefers the quiet life in the country. When she has a
chance to talk to one of the visitors from London, she seizes the opportunity to
bring up the topic of London.

(9) MRSHARDCASTLE  Well! I vow, Mr Hastings, you are very
entertaining. There’s nothing in the world I love
to talk of so much as London, and the fashions,
though I was never there myself.
HASTINGS Never there! You amaze me! From your air and
mannet, I concluded you had been bred all your
life either at Ranelagh, St. James’s, or Tower Wharf.
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MRS HARDCASTLE Ol sir, you're only pleased to say so. We country
persons can have no manner at all. I'm in love
with the town, and that serves to raise me above
some of our neighbouring rustics; but who can
have a manner, that has never seen the Pantheon,
the Grotto Gardens, the Borough, and such places
where the Nobility chiefly resort? All I can do, is to
enjoy London at second-hand. I take care to know
every téte-a-téte from the Scandalous Magazine,
and have all the fashions, as they come out, in a
letter from the two Miss Rickets of Crooked Lane.

(She Stoops to Conquer, Act 2, p. 357-358)

She loves to talk about London, but she has to admit that she never was there
herself. Hastings responds by teasing her. On the basis of her manners he assumed
that she must have been raised somewhere in London. The first two places he
mentions were fashionable places; Ranelagh Gardens, which was frequented by
the aristocracy, and St James’s, a district around St James’s Palace. Tower Wharf,
however, was apparently a much less fashionable district east of the City (Lindsay
1993: 534). Mrs Hardcastle acknowledges the teasing (“sir, you're only pleased to
say s0”), but she does not pick up on the mocking implications of the last sugges-
tion. Manners, according to her, are restricted to city-dwellers and people who
have visited the fashionable attractions of London. There might be some addition-
al ironic twists in the places that she picks as examples. The Borough, for instance,
according to Lindsay (1993: 534), was no longer as fashionable as it used to be.
By the time Goldsmith wrote this play, it was already inhabited by tradesmen and
manufacturers. Mrs Hardcastle still thinks herself above the rustics in the neigh-
bourhood because she takes a very active interest in what goes on in London, even
it her information derives from the Scandalous Magazine, which “printed accounts
of sexual liaisons in high society, illustrating each report with an engraved ‘téte-a-
téte” (Lindsay 1993: 534). In this passage, manners are not only an adherence to
the rules of etiquette as in Extract (8) above, they are also a distinguishing crite-
rion between the fashionable aristocracy of London and everybody else.

In Extract (10), finally, Marlow thematises his own gross, albeit accidental,
deviation from good manners. At long last, the deception has been resolved. He
realises that he is not in an inn, that his host is not an inn-keeper and that the
bar-maid whom he brazenly pursued is actually the daughter of the house and
his potential bride.

(10) MARLOW (...) There again, may I be hang’d, my dear, but I
mistook you for the bar-maid.
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MISS HARDCASTLE = Dear me! dear me! I'm sure there’s nothing in my
behavour to put me on a level with one of that
stamp.

MARLOW Nothing, my dear, nothing. But I was in for a list
of blunders, and could not help making you a
subscriber. My stupidity saw everything the wrong
way. I mistook your assiduity for assurance, and
your simplicity for allurement. But its over — This
house I no more shew my face in.

MISS HARDCASTLE  Ihope, Sir, I have done nothing to disoblige you.
I'm sure I should be sorry to affront any gentleman
who has been so polite, and said so many civil
things to me. 'm sure I should be sorry (pretending
to cry) if he left the family upon my account. ’'m
sure I should be sorry people said anything amiss,
since I have no fortune but my character.

(She Stoops to Conquer, Act 4, p. 378, italics original)

At this crucial point, Kate Hardcastle must try to keep her potential husband from
running away from his own shame and embarrassment about the perpetrated
blunders. He had blundered - in his own eyes — because he behaved towards so-
cial equals, his intended bride and his intended father-in-law, as if they had been
servants, a bar maid and an inn-keeper. Kate played the role of the bar-maid to let
him overcome his inhibition with women of his own social status. She had to stoop
in order to conquer, as the title of the play suggests. But she has to keep his inter-
est in her in spite of the fact that he now knows who she is. And again, it becomes
clear how much depends on the appearances of the outward behaviour. Marlow
misinterpreted her behaviour because he thought she was a bar-maid. She refers
to his “politeness” and the “civil things” he said to her. The reference is ambiguous.
It can refer to what he said to her when he addressed her as a lady, which was very
little. Or it can refer to what he said to her when he thought she was a barmaid and
tried to seduce her. But in either case, what she says about “politeness” and “civil
things” seems to have more than just a touch of irony to it. She is playing a game
at this point, and even the distress that she expresses at his imminent departure
is mainly displayed for effect, as the stage direction, “pretending to cry”, suggests.

4. Discussion and conclusion
The results of the previous two sections complement each other in interesting ways

to provide a more comprehensive and more nuanced picture of the notions of
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manners and politeness and how they developed from the late seventeenth to the
late eighteenth century. The various corpora consulted for the vocabulary study
were unanimous in highlighting the eighteenth century as an important period
for the development of the key terms manners, civil, polite, courteous and their
derivatives, not because of their overall frequency, which appears to be relative-
ly modest, but because of their remarkable increase leading to a peak in the late
eighteenth century.

The three plays of the case studies are too short to allow for a valid comparison
of the frequencies of the relevant politeness vocabulary but even they provide some
indication that these frequencies changed throughout the period under investiga-
tion. While the expressions honour and reputation characterise The Town-Fop and
to a lesser extent The Conscious Lovers, it is the expression manners which in-
creases its frequency. Civil and polite also increase, even though there are no more
than a few instances even in She Stoops to Conquer. Table 2 provides an overview.

Table 2. Frequency of politeness terms (including morphological variants; per 10,000
words) in the three plays under investigation.

manners civil polite courtesy honour reputation

Town-Fop 0.00 0.41 0.00 0.00 9.93 4.55
Conscious Lovers 0.39 0.39 0.78 0.00 9.33 0.78
She Stoops 1.75 0.88 1.31 0.00 5.70 0.88

These values should not be overrated because they are based on relatively few ac-
tual hits, but they show a clear increase of the term manners and the term polite
with its derivatives. Civil and its derivatives increase slightly while the term hon-
our, which is altogether much more frequent than the others, clearly decreases, as
does the term reputation.

Such a quantitative perspective on lexical items is based on the assumption
that the frequency of use of a particular term somehow reflects the importance of
the designated concept in the text or texts that are included in the corpus searches,
but it does not tell us in any detail how these concepts were evaluated and how
they were used. In order to find out how people used these terms, a more detailed
look is required in the form of a macro-lens case studies.

A close reading of selected passages from these three comedies provides a
more nuanced understanding of the developing conceptualisation of the essen-
tials of proper behaviour and the significance of manners. Aphra Behn’s Town-
Fop is a product of the Restoration period, when the theatres had only recently
opened again. The play foregrounds concerns for good characters, honour and
reputation. Gambling, drinking and prostitution are depicted as the main evils,
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but even Betty Flauntit, the title character’s mistress and prostitute, is concerned
about her own reputation and honour, while the terms manners and polite do not
even occur in this comedy.

This forms the backdrop to the eighteenth century’s concern for politeness
and good behaviour or good manners. Richard Steele’s Conscious Lovers was ex-
plicitly designed to set a good example against the licentiousness of Restoration
comedy. His characters are concerned with manners and politeness, but these are
understood to be part of the personality.

In Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer, finally, the concept of manners takes
centre stage leading to the qualification of the play as a comedy of manners.
Manners are not so much part of the personality any more but a set of outward
behaviours that have to be adjusted carefully to the situation and the addressee.
The manners that are appropriate in addressing an inn-keeper are entirely differ-
ent from the manners that have to be shown towards the private host and father
of the main character’s bride-to-be. At this point we can see a clear dissociation of
manners from morality. They have turned into an etiquette, a code of behaviour
prescribed, for instance, by a conduct book.

The two complementary approaches outlined above also bring together differ-
ent sets of theoretical assumptions. On the one hand, a focus on the quantitative
development of vocabulary items presupposes that these items have some inher-
ent core meanings, which allows a comparison across different contexts and time
periods. A focus on specific uses of these items in specific scenes of specific plays,
on the other hand, highlights their discursive nature. The terms get their mean-
ing - at least to some extent — from how they are used by whom and to whom,
and how the addressee reacts. The analysis has shown that a reliance on inherent
politeness values of specific linguistic expressions is not sufficient. It needs to be
supplemented by a careful analysis of the discursive negotiations of politeness val-
ues in actual contexts.
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“This Demon Anger”

Politeness, conversation and control in eighteenth-
century conduct books for young women'!

Erzsi Kukorelly

University of Geneva

This chapter examines the representation and correction of anger in conduct
books written for young women in eighteenth-century Britain. An introduc-
tory section places the admonition against anger in the context of John Locke’s
and Lord Shaftesbury’s discussions of, respectively, rational conduct and polite
sociability. Then, I succinctly identify ideal womanly conduct as emanating from
three main sources: self-control in body and mind, obedience coupled with
rationality, and a consciousness of the world that produces self-consciousness
and an attendant desire to conform to social rules. Anger is then shown to
break with all three of these: an angry woman no longer controls her body

and her mind; she is both disobedient and irrational; and she disregards the
constant and critical gaze of society, thus risking loss of reputation. Ultimately,
anger hinders young women in what was their main objective, attracting the
best possible husband.

Keywords: conduct of life, anger, politeness, conduct books, young women,
eighteenth century

1. Introduction

Was this not very dreadful! ...I was quite frighten’d! ---And this fearful Menace,
and her fiery Eyes, and rageful Countenance, made me lose all my Courage. ...
She gave me a Slap on the Hand, and reached to box my Ear...she was like a per-
son beside herself. (Richardson 1740: Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded, 394-95)

Towards the end of Samuel Richardson’s first novel, Pamela, or Virtue Rewarded
(1740), the eponymous heroine’s sister in law, Lady Davers, incensed at her

1. D’Ancourt 1743: The Lady’s Preceptor, 44
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brother’s marriage to his maidservant, blunders into anger on a number of occa-
sions. First, towards her supposed hierarchical inferior, Pamela, whom she refuses
to believe is legitimately married to her brother. Then, towards her brother, who
initially tries to control his reaction to his fuming sister, but soon succumbs to
passion and gives as good (or almost) as he gets. Richardson planned and ex-
ecuted his novel with a didactic project in mind: to reform the youth of both sexes,
inculcating in readers values of the emergent middle-class, such as prudence and
virtue. Anger, a vice and a passion, was blatantly opposed to both virtue and pru-
dence. In the novel, we are informed that the faulty education of the rich makes
them incapable of exercising the control needed to avoid anger; this is exempli-
fied by Mr B and Lady Davers, and the correct example is given by Pamela, who,
despite her many reasons to be angry, remains calm and in control of her passions
throughout the novel.

Pamela’s focus on didacticism, especially in the sequel, has led people to brand
ita conduct novel. The lesson that it proclaims on anger is indeed one that it shares
with contemporaneous conduct books addressed to young ladies. However, the
lesson on anger is not only related to the seemingly trivial matter of the correct
conduct of young women but can also be extended to a concern that gained epis-
temic proportions during the eighteenth century, that of the right conduct of life
towards rational goals. This was an important tenet of liberal individualism as it
was being developed in philosophical and political discourse at the turn of the
eighteenth century, and it trickled down into conduct discourse. The denuncia-
tion of young women’s anger, in conduct books and in various other literary and
non-literary texts, can be seen as paradigmatic of this new orientation of the self
towards itself, a self that was prudent and virtuous, was concerned with its future
outcomes, and that strove to gain the approval of its peers through polite and hori-
zontal social exchange. Key to the injunction against anger was one of the central
elements of social etiquette: self-control. The deviation from politeness that anger
represented precluded the development of a successful liberal and individualistic
orientation towards life; for most young women this was particularly serious, as
it prevented them from achieving their life goal: a successful and happy marriage.

I will examine this claim by analysing the representation and condemnation of
anger in conduct books for young ladies published in the mid decades of the eigh-
teenth century. I begin by briefly addressing the notion of self as it was promul-
gated in John Locke’s writings, as well as the horizontal exchange that subtends
Anthony Ashley Cooper, the third Lord Shaftesbury’s theories on politeness. My
main focus will be the descriptions of anger in a handful of conduct books, as well
as the ways in which the conduct books strive to correct and avert the potential
anger of their readers. The eighteenth century saw a proliferation of advice manu-
als for young women, which were aimed at producing a homogeneous ideal-type
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of womanly behaviour that was levelled towards the middle class. Aristocratic
women were instructed that they too needed to adopt the virtuous and submis-
sive, yet determined and agential, attitude towards life that the conduct manuals
represented as emanating from the middling sorts, whereas women of the labour-
ing classes were offered the possibility of social ascension through a similar move.
The perfect young lady was thus not so much marked by her rank as by her gender.
The performance of ideal womanhood was portrayed as being within the reach of
all who complied with polite behaviour.

2. Self-control and individualism: The link with conduct

The meaning of “conduct” that interests me here is the “[m]anner of conducting
oneself or one’s life; behaviour; usually with more or less reference to its mor-
al quality (good or bad),” which came into the English language in 1673 (OED).
Earlier uses, broadly meaning ‘to lead’ and ‘to manage] all concerned objects sepa-
rated from the human agents who were doing the conducting, whether those ob-
jects were armies or implements. This notion of conduct “of oneself or one’s life” is
broadly congruent, and certainly contemporary with the concept of rational and
responsible human agency that Locke developed in the Essay Concerning Human
Understanding (1689). In Sources of the Self (1989), Charles Taylor contends that
the move towards disengagement by Locke’s “person,” a “moral agent who takes re-
sponsibility for his acts,” provides one of the mainstays of the modern culture of dis-
cipline, in which there is a link between “the rise of institutional discipline” and the
“tremendous force of a disengaged, disciplinary stance to self” (Taylor 1989: 173).
Anger, a passion and thus a state of passivity, makes that stance impossible.

Taylor situates his reading of Locke’s thought on human agency within a trend
of intellectual development beginning in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth
centuries under the broad title of neo-Stoicism, a philosophy that laid consider-
able stress on self-mastery (Taylor 1989: 159). Taylor describes a new ideal agent
whose “methodical and disciplined” intervention in their own life enables work
on “properties, desires, inclinations, tendencies, habits of thought and feeling” in
order to achieve a preferred goal (1989: 159-160). The discourse of conduct pro-
poses just such a project of self-adjustment. This ideal human agent is delineated
in Locke’s Essay Concerning Human Understanding and has the possibility to form
his or her mind to ensure “the right direction of ... conduct to true happiness” in
an instrumental model of action (Locke 1997: 246). Indeed, one main delimita-
tion of the Essay is provided by the notion of conduct: “Our business here is not to
know all things, but those which concern our conduct” (Locke 1997: 58). In The
Middling Sort: Commerce, Gender and the Family in England, 1680-1780, Margaret
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Hunt identifies the idea of control as a central trope of middling culture. In a more
secular environment, where divine providence was declining as an explanatory
model in favour of more rational explanations, the domains of commercial and
private finance, the family, and sexuality were increasingly subject to an exercise
in human agency (Hunt 1996: 37). Hunt’s analysis of the eighteenth-century mid-
dling mind-set suggests a trickle-down effect from Locke’s philosophical expla-
nations for the workings of the mind to the ways in which historical individuals
lived their lives, including those most lowly members of society, unmarried young
women. The importance of personal responsibility in the prosecution of individu-
al existences emphasized the importance of right conduct in one’s life. A carefully
led existence, one in which the tenets of prudence and control were held as central
to success, relied on self-improvement through self-knowledge and self-control. If
one were to give in to anger, one would forgo this salutary process.

Self-control is closely allied with deferred action. Locke expresses this as the
rational examination of all possibilities when faced with choice: the “steady pros-
ecution of true felicity” depends on having the freedom to “suspend this pros-
ecution in particular cases, till they [free agents] have looked before them, and
informed themselves, whether that particular thing, which is then proposed or de-
sired, lies in the way to their main end” (Locke 1997: 244, 245). The space opened
up by rational examination permits the conduct of life towards an abstract goal
of happiness. Desire, as the impetus to action, is one of its essential components.
However, limiting its power over action choices is basic to rational existence,
as love or anger, “or any other violent passion,” may “run[] away with us,” and
elide that space of liberty and consideration on which an ordered, goal-oriented
existence depends.

But the forbearance of a too hasty compliance with our desires, the moderation
and restraint of our passions, so that our understandings may be free to examine,
and reason unbiased to give its judgement, being that whereon a right direction of
our conduct to true happiness depends: tis in this that we should employ our chief
care and endeavours. (Locke 1997: 246)

As we will see further on, anger usually is a “too hasty compliance with...desires”,
it is the result of a lack of “moderation and restraint”, and it is often equated with
lack of reason or even madness. Anger, the conduct books claim, never results in
happiness; indeed, its main outcome is social condemnation, as the angry young
woman becomes the object of ridicule or is even banished from polite society.
Such banishment would be deleterious to the young woman’s social trajectory,
since it would prevent her from finding a suitable husband. Inclusion in polite
society depended on knowing how to participate in the conversational exchanges
that were both its method and result. The generative discipline that brought forth
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politeness was developed by Lord Shaftesbury in Characteristicks of Men, Manners,
Opinions, Times (1711). Politeness was produced in public, in order to render one-
self pleasing to others. Its principal expression was in conversation, a domain of
horizontal and tacitly regulated exchange, in which turn-taking was unobtrusive
and natural. All this required both the utmost vigilance and a lack of affectation;
no taciturnity or prominent silence, but no volubility or exacerbated sociableness
either (Klein 1994: 4, 5). Polite participation in conversation was a balancing act
for young ladies, especially since the injunction for women to be entirely silent, a
mainstay of classical, medieval and early Renaissance notions of female comport-
ment, was being challenged in the eighteenth century (Dahmer 2016: n.p.). It may
have been easier for young women to be entirely silent during public assemblies,
but increasingly they were being enjoined to participate in certain conversational
settings, and thus had “to determine whether it would be appropriate to be silent...
[and] correctly apply all the specific rules for different places, ‘cases, and interlocu-
tors” (Dahmer 2016: n.p.). Somewhat surprisingly perhaps, marriageable young
women of the growing middle echelons of society were envisaged as proponents
of the conduct that Shaftesbury had attached to the refined sociability of gentle-
men. Lawrence Klein suggests that “the spread of ‘politeness’ from discourse to
discourse reflects the appropriation of the world of social, intellectual and literary
creation by gentlemen: it witnessed the remaking of the world in a gentleman-
ly image” (Klein 1994: 7). By the mid-decades of the eighteenth century, young
women too were expected to partake in this “gentlemanly” world. An angry young
woman would never be able to do so. Suddenly renouncing self-control, passively
submitting to the urge of passionate expression, breaking with fracas the regula-
tions governing the deployment of speech and silence, drawing the aghast and
critical attention of the company: all these aspects of anger broke the restraint and
reciprocity that characterized polite conversation, and denoted the young woman
as violating the reciprocal norms of good behaviour.

3. The discourse of conduct: Readers, writers, and ideals

The historical readers of conduct books are by and large unknown to us; however,
we can deduce that the books were viable publishing enterprises, given their sub-
stantial number over the course of the century. Some of the titles were frequently
reissued, such as George Savile, the Marquis of Halifax’s A Lady’s New Years Gift,
which was reprinted twenty-nine times between its first edition in 1688 and 1791.2

2. This and subsequent statistics regarding numbers of editions are taken from The English
Short Title Catalogue.
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Although this writer was an aristocrat, the advice that he offered his daughter was
in many ways similar to that offered nearly a century later by Dr. John Gregory to
his daughters, in a popular title, A Father’s Legacy to His Daughters (1774); it ran
to fifty-nine editions before the end of the century.? That the English aristocrat and
the Scottish physician shared various thoughts on the proper conduct of young
women is testament to the levelling tendency that the genre had towards ideal
femininity, a characteristic that Nancy Armstrong notes in Desire and Domestic
Fiction (Armstrong 1987: 69, 78). With the notable exception of Savile, most
eighteenth-century conduct books were written by men and women who hailed
from the large middle swathe of the population. Some authors are relatively well
known, such as the bluestocking and woman of letters Hester Chapone, who wrote
Letters on the Improvement of the Mind for her niece in 1773; others are more
obscure, such as Irish clergyman Wetenhall Wilkes, who published A Letter of
Genteel and Moral Advice to a Young Lady, also for his niece, in 1741. The occupa-
tions of the authors of conduct books are various: John Essex, who published The
Young Ladies Conduct, or Rules for Education in 1722 was of obscure origins. He
was a professional dancer and a dancing master who wrote and taught music and
was best known for his publications on dance (Goft 2008). I have already men-
tioned John Gregory, who was an eminent physician, but who would probably
have been lost to posterity had he not published one of the most popular conduct
books of the eighteenth century. Women, to whom most professions were closed,
could however write, and some of them turned to conduct books, such as Lady
Sarah Pennington, a woman of obscure birth married to a Yorkshire baronet, who
was banished by her husband for a transgression that has remained unidentified;
An Unfortunate Mother’s Advice to her Absent Daughters was published in 1786.
Eliza Haywood, one of the most prolific and diverse authors of the first half of the
century, also turned her hand to advice manuals. A somewhat scandalous author
who made her reputation by writing vaguely erotic fiction, Haywood adapted her
output to the moralizing tendency that followed the publication of Pamela in 1740,
penning A Present for a Serving Maid in 1743, and The Wife in 1756. Sometimes,
men masqueraded as women, such as Charles Allen, author of a very conventional

3. This title was included in a handful of anthologies, such as The Young Lady’s Parental Monitor,
printed in London in 1790, and what was presumably a pirated version, The Young Lady’s Pocket
Library or Parental Monitor, printed in Dublin the same year. Gregory’s title was reprinted in
Dublin and Edinburgh in its initial year of publication, and in Philadelphia and New York the
following year. The first French translation was published in London in 1774; thereafter, French
translations were printed in Leyden, Lausanne and Neuchatel in 1775, and in Paris in 1782,
and an Italian translation in 1794. Although this was a particularly popular conduct book, its
publication history is testament to the genre’s overall popularity, as well as its status as a vector
for European integration.
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1760 conduct book, The Polite Lady, reissued eight times before the end of the
century, which was subtitled a course of female education. In a series of letters, from
a Mother to her Daughter. Most writers of eighteenth-century conduct books for
women belonged to a broadly defined middle class; this, though, is probably their
only common denominator. Notwithstanding the diversity of their precise social
origins and life trajectories, they produced advice that was broadly congruent, and
tended to construct the ideal young woman as a strongly gendered, but strangely
classless, individual.

Although I am unable to say much about actual eighteenth-century readers
of these texts, they must have existed, unless the conduct books were bought but
then rarely read by their intended public. The discourse of conduct, as it is carried
in these books, suggests a strongly disciplinary stance to life, in which ideal read-
ers examine their conduct, find it wanting, and apply themselves to correcting the
faults they identify, so as to align their lives with the ideals found in the discourse.
In his discussion of the early modern sense of self, Christopher Braider describes
“the subject’s internalization of the external Law imposed by society, the culture,
or the reigning discourse of the moment” (Braider 2018: 19). It is not possible to
verify whether or not readers of conduct books undertook such an “orthopsychic
effort” (Braider 2018: 20). But this essay aims to analyse the discourse, not in-
stances of behaviour.

Before turning to the representation and denunciation of anger in advice lit-
erature for young women, I will briefly outline a few salient features of ideal femi-
nine behaviour as carried by the conduct books. First, there is firm self-control, to
be instituted in both the private and interior realm of thought, and in the public
realm of social performance: the young woman’s body and her voice - both in
its tone and speed, but also in the words she utters — have to be perfectly con-
trolled, calm, collected, upright, precisely deployed. Young ladies should never
be boisterous and aggressive, never indolent or sprawling, never affected, always
natural, but with a naturalness that is the product of artistry. John Essex enjoins
his readers to “Walk with proper Air and Action,” that is, “with such a decent
Grace and Freedom as scorns all Affectation” but this freedom and grace are to be
achieved by detailed attention to the body: “the fine Turn of the Head and Neck,
the Uprightness of the Body, and the Decorum of the Feet” (Essex 1722: 81). This
is truly “the art of the natural,” as Klein describes Shaftesbury’s vision of ideal cul-
ture (Klein 1994: 204). A young woman must ensure that her voice’s “accent [...]
be low, smooth, and gentle, an emblem of the inward softness and delicacy of her
mind” (Allen 1760: 214). Body and voice must be deployed with care and har-
mony, as they are the outward expression of inner qualities.

A second element is obedience and submissiveness to people and rules. The
young woman must first obey her mother and father, then her husband, as well
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as elders and hierarchical superiors at all stages in her life; as John Essex writes in
The Young Ladies Conduct, “the greatest Advantage they can have, is to live under
the Direction of a Superior;” (Essex 1722: 9). But accommodated to this submis-
siveness, the young lady must also display a degree of autonomy and agency, a
rational attitude to a life in which choices and decisions continually have to be
taken. Wetenhall Wilkes and Hester Chapone both write their advice manuals in
the form of letters to their nieces, and they value their addressees’ capacity for
reason and action. Wilkes instructs his niece that her “Soul [is] [...] invested with
a Capacity of forming just Ideas of [herself] and [her] own Nature, of regulating
[her] Desires to the proper Value of their Objects, and of subjecting [her] Passions
to the Government of Reason” (Wilkes 1741: 31). Chapone tells her niece: “You
must form and govern your temper and manners, according to the laws of benevo-
lence and Justice; and qualify yourself, by all means in your power, for a useful and
agreeable member of society. -- All this you see is no light business, nor can it be
performed without a sincere and earnest application of the mind” (Chapone 1773
2: 8). Both authors assume that young women, rather than blindly obeying, need
to use their minds in order to become useful members of society. The opposi-
tion between passion and reason was an important regulatory distinction in the
eighteenth-century mental landscape, as it had been since the Ancients. Indeed,
as Jonathan Haidt states, “Western philosophy has been worshipping reason and
distrusting the passions for thousands of years” (Haidt 2013: 34). Haidt discusses
how David Hume challenged this notion in his 1739 Treatise of Human Nature:
“reason is and ought only be the slave of the passions, and can never pretend to any
other office than to serve and obey them” (Hume in Haidt 2013: 29). However, the
conduct books directed at young women are not in the business of giving nuanced
philosophical discussions, rather they deal in such easy-to-follow instructions as
enable readers to navigate the treacherous shoals of urban existence. Deploying
reason will allow the young woman to maintain her balance on the tightrope of so-
cial existence, and to make snappy and correct conduct decisions. Chapone writes:
“To be perfectly polite, one must have great presence of mind, with a delicate and
quick sense of propriety — or, in other words, one should be able to form instanta-
neous judgment of what is fittest to be said or done, on every occasion as it offers”
(Chapone 1773 2: 96). The simultaneous injunctions to obedience and to agency
typify the careful balance that would be destroyed by anger.

A third element of conduct-book ideology is a thorough consciousness of the
social world: the young lady, whilst she is enjoined to prefer the private to the
public, must participate in the polite and public events of her social circle. A fic-
tional representation of this conundrum is given in Frances Burney’s Evelina, or
the History of a Young Lady’s Entrance into the World (1778), in which the hero-
ine comes to London after a sheltered childhood in the countryside, and makes a
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series of social faux pas that come very close to causing her to lose her reputation.
Like Evelina’s, the generic young lady’s body, her gestures, her words, her dress,
her opinions, are all produced in public, and constitute an outward surface of sig-
nification. She needs to be aware that the world is constantly watching her, inter-
preting her, evaluating her, judging her. “Life is a continual Series of Operations
of both Body and Mind,” states The Lady’s Preceptor, “which ought to be regulated
and performed with the utmost Care, and of which the Success frequently depends
on those with whom we live and converse, who put a good or bad Construction on
them” (D’Ancourt 1743: 8). He continues, “Wherever you are, imagine that you are
observed, and your Behaviour scanned by others all the while, and this will oblige
you to observe yourself, and be constantly on your guard” (D’Ancourt 1743: 11).
Consciousness of the world is taken to ridiculous lengths when he states: “There
are Rules for all our Actions, even down to Sleeping with Good Grace” (D’Ancourt
1743: 8). Consciousness of the gaze of others as carried by the conduct books indi-
cates a strongly disciplinarian discourse, which attempts to institute a Foucauldian
system of self-surveillance, with society acting as a virtual panopticon.

As Paul Goring writes, the eighteenth-century body was a text, a place where
politeness was worked out and displayed. Indeed, he links the “elocutionary” po-
tential of the body to the advent of polite society: “the body served asa [...] textual
space for the symbolic inscription of politeness” (Goring 2005: 6). Klein remarks
that for Shaftesbury the self is social: “the social self gave itself over to the eye of
a beholder, rendering itself an object of spectatorship” (Klein 1994: 76). There is
clearly a semiotics of the body, one that the conduct books attempt to inculcate in
their readers, and which converts into a rulebook of correct sociability. It was es-
sential for the young woman to know its limits and articulations.

4. Conduct books and the display of anger

It is abundantly clear that anger deteriorated the self-controlled, obedient, and
self-conscious ideal young lady I have described in many different ways. First, the
angry woman’s thoughts become uncontrolled, unreasonable, passionate. These
thoughts, under the impulse of passion, overflow into public manifestations: her
body becomes distorted, her face ugly; her voice becomes strident, urgent; her
words become hurtful, thoughtless. Second, she is no longer obedient to the peo-
ple to whom she owes obedience, nor to the rules that she must follow. Thir