
Humanities 2
Lecture 15

The Romance of the Rose: Allegory, the Classical Inheritance, and Vernacular literature

Why are we moving from the 520s to the 1230s?
Why are we moving from Classical to Vernacular literature?
Why are we moving from the schoolroom and the church to the court?

This course looks at three major historical and cultural periods:
ONE :The Classical world of Rome: imperial rule; epic poetry as a form of nation-making;

educated readership; Virgil as an author writing for the Emperor; The Aeneid
as SCROLL literature

TWO: The Late Antique world of early Christianity: colonial and late imperial culture;
periphery and center; allegory as the device of narrative instruction; personal
prose narrative as a form of writing; poetry as a vehicle for philosophy, in 
particular for the expression of divine order; the personal, spiritual struggle as
a kind of internalized, epic journey; the rise of female figures of intellectual
and instructional authority; literature as CODEX writing



THREE: The Medieval period:
the rise of European VERNACULAR languages and literatures
the allegorical appropriation of classical material
the institutions of literacy: the Church, the royal and noble Court, and the

commercial world of the town
the rise of PRIMOGENITURE as the model for inheritance of wealth and power
the rise of national groups defined by language and codes of behavior
the development of COURTESY (inside) and CHIVALRY (outside) codes of

civilized conduct
the development of the CRUSADE as the moral, epic journey: a new sense

of the “East”; the response to Islam; the creation of a journeying, male,
military class and, in turn, the creation of a leisured, largely female,
courtly class

the rise of the ILLUMINATED MANUSCRIPT

Rhetoric / Reality
Piety / Politics
Duty / Desire
Memory / Action

All are reconfigured in this world.



Medieval vernacular literature is increasingly designed to TEACH PEOPLE THE
CODES OF CONDUCT AND THE NORMS OF CIVILIZED BEHAVIOR

The pattern of the epic journey becomes the pattern of the Crusade
The Crusade becomes the pattern for domestic conquest of love

Chivalry: from French, cheval, Horse: thus Chivalry is horsemanship; it is the code of
conduct for outside behavior among men; 

Courtesy: from French, court: thus Courtesy is the code of conduct for inside
behavior between men and women

The purpose of literature becomes: to teach chivalry and courtesy

Latin, Classical literature is pressed into the service of chivalry and courtly instruction;
thus: Book IV of the Aeneid was read as a story of courtly romance

Latin, Christian literature is pressed into the service of chivalry and courtly instruction:
thus: earthly love is modeled on divine love (the man serves the woman as

the believer serves God

Both of these transformations can be taken straight and taken as parody 
THE ROMANCE OF THE ROSE DOES BOTH



ALLEGORY

VERY IMPORTANT

Saying one thing and meaning another
Both the literal and the figurative narrative make sense
It is a relationship among the author, the reader, and the subject matter of the story

You read allegorically when
the literal makes no sense
the literal makes dangerous sense
the literal doesn’t make the sense you want

You write allegorically when
you want to say something that is difficult, you want the reader to work at it
you want to say something that is offensive, you want the reader to recognize it
you want to say something that is secret, hidden, or from a special knowledge

and you want only the BEST readers to understand it

New Idea: PERSONIFICATION ALLEGORY: characters have the names of 
concepts or ideas; they are not representative of real people; they are
embodiments of social values, virtues, vices, or sins



DREAMS ARE LIKE LITERATURE: BOTH ARE FORMS OF POTENTIALLY
MEANINGFUL, SYMBOL-FILLED NARRATIVES, THAT INVITE THE DREAMER
AND THE READER TO APPROACH THE NARRATIVE ALLEGORICALLY

THE LITERARY FASCINATION WITH DREAMING IS THE FASCINATION WITH
INTERPRETATION, SYMBOL, AND ALLEGORY

WHAT DOES A DREAM MEAN? Dido asks her sister at the opening of Book IV
What do Monica’s dreams mean?
How is the Consolation of Philosophy a kind of dream vision?

The ROMANCE OF THE ROSE is a dream vision

The narrator states that he falls asleep and DREAMS THE ENTIRE POEM

THE DISCUSSION OF DREAMING AT THE OPENING OF THE POEM IS LIKE
THE DISCUSSION OF LITERATURE

HOW DOES THE NARRATOR ESTABLISH HIS AUTHORITY? HOW DOES HE MAKE
US TRUST HIM? WHY DO WE READ HIM?

He begins with a thesis statement; establishes a counter-argument; cites a known
classical authority; relies on his own personal experience (all in the first paragraph)



The second paragraph:
establishes the position of the narrator: his age is 20
establishes the genre of the thing he’s writing: verse
establishes the title of his poem: the Romance of the Rose

ROMANCE, here means a narrative in a “Romance” language, that is FRENCH
establishes the purpose of the poem: Love commands him to write;

he wants us to read
establishes the name of his beloved and intended reader: Rose

The third paragraph:
establishes the setting of the dram: the idealized landscape; May;

This is a kind of imaginary EDEN
BUT it is an Eden of erotic desire
The natural world here is, from the start, described in alluring, sexual,

and erotically charged imagery

The progress of the narrator: 
Bed > River > Meadow > Garden > Wall

Pp.4-5: the image of the painted, sculpted garden wall

PERSONIFICATION ALLEGORY







Around this wall is every bad thing, every vice, every sin:
Hate, Cruelty, Baseness, Covetousness, Avarice, Envy, Sorrow, Old Age,

Religious Hypocrisy, Poverty

“I gazed intently on these images, which as I have said were painted in gold and
azure all along the wall” (p.9)

Each image is accompanied by an extended physical description
Physical descriptions are also moral descriptions: that is, outward appearance

mirrors inner spiritual or moral condition

This technique of description, especially when it is applied to a woman, is called a
BLAZON

The Romance of the Rose is full of Blazons: extended descriptions of women
whose physical appearance is often described with great detail and with
great lasciviousness 

Notice the Blazon of Idleness at pp.10-11: she is beautiful; she carries lots of 
symbolic objects; she wears lots of clothes that are specifically described by
their point of manufacture; she is the gatekeeper to the walled garden

VIRGIL: SIMILE   GOSPELS: PARABLE   ROMANCE: BLAZON







THE OPENING PURPOSE OF THE POEM IS NOT TO TELL A STORY BUT
RATHER TO ILLUSTRATE THE NARRATOR’S SKILLS AT DESCRIPTION

NOTHING HAPPENS FOR PAGES. WHY? BECAUSE THE REAL ACTION OF THE
POEM IS IN THE NARRATOR’S PROCESS OF PERCEPTION

P. 12: “I cannot tell you everything at once, but I will recount it all in order, so that 
no one will have any reproach to make”

NOW: THE STORY OF NARCISSUS: CHAPTER 2
Why should I go on? (p.22) Hah!

Why does the story of Narcissus matter so much to this poem?

It is a story about seeing
It is a story about love
It is a story with a lesson to the female reader (p.24)
It is a story with philosophical implications (Stoic imagery p.25)

SIGHT AS THE PRIMARY SENSE OF THE POEM: WHEN THE GOD OF LOVE
SHOOTS HIS ARROW, IT ENTERS THROUGH THE EYE





PP. 26-29: the five arrows shot into the lover
The lover falls in love with the rose bud (p.27)
The description of the rosebud IS AN ALLEGORY (P.26)

The God of Love becomes a teacher to the dreamer: pp.32-42:
Love is a set of lessons to be learned
Love is not a feeling; it is a doing
Love can be taught: THIS IS THE KEY TO THE POEM AND THE CODES OF

COURTESY: LOVE, LIKE MATH, OR POETRY, OR RHETORIC, OR 
HORSEBACKRIDING, IS SOMETHING THAT CAN BE TAUGHT; THE 
POEM BECOMES A TEXTBOOK FOR LOVE

The Boethian inheritance: The women in the Romance of the Rose are all refractions
of Lady Philosophy: that is, they are female figures of authority with various
attributes and attitudes, but they are not, like Philosophy, a single all-encompassing
teacher

The God of Love is like Philosophy in that he is a teacher and the dreamer
becomes a student; BUT the God of Love is not teaching Love of God;
The God of Love is teaching the ART OF LOVE

A master wastes his time completely when his disciple does not make an effort
to retain what he hears, so that he can remember it. (p.32)



How to be a man:
Be courteous and approachable (p.32) 
Don’t wear make up (p.33)
Be free from pride; be elegant; be light-hearted; be generous (p.34)
Be a good speaker (pp.36-37)
Be generous to the servants (p.39)

Here are the gifts given to the dreamer/lover: Pleasant Thoughts (40); 
Pleasant Conversation (41); Pleasant looks (42)

Fair Welcome, Hope, and Despair: these are the guardians of the Rose; they 
get in the way of the lover accomplishing his task. They are ugly and dangerous

NOW: Lady Reason shows up: she is like Lady Philosophy, too. She teaches the
dreamer to be a rational lover. “Happy is the man who learns from his folly” (46)



The Lover approaches the Rose

P51: “When I approached the rose . . . .” 
This whole passage is an allegory

P.53: The dreamer kisses the rose

Hmmmnnnnnn.

For THURSDAY: read chapter 12 (pp.319-335); this is the concluding section of the
portion of the poem added by Jean de Meun. 

What is this section an allegory of?
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