
“Fashioning Change discovers a late medieval world in which garments could express 
fortune’s instability, aesthetic turmoil, and spiritual crisis. Fashion was good to think. In 
lucid and compelling detail, Andrea Denny-Brown reveals just how and why the dress 
of ecclesiastics, dandies, wives, and kings figured mutability as an inescapable worldly 
condition.” 

—Susan Crane, professor of English and Comparative Literature, Columbia University, 
and author of The Performance of Self: Ritual, Clothing, and Identity during the Hundred 
Years War

 

“Fashioning Change is one of the most original and inventive studies of medieval cul-
ture I have read. It is a book about the experience of social desire, the nature of civi-
lized life, the relationships of craft and culture, and the aesthetics of performance. More 
than just a book about fashion, it is about fashioning: the self, society, and poetry. It 
is, therefore, a study of how medieval writers fashioned themselves and their worlds 
through an attentive encounter with the arts of bodily adornment. Engagingly written 
and scrupulously researched, Fashioning Change will be a signal contribution to the field 
of medieval studies.” 

—Seth Lerer, Dean of Arts and Humanities and Distinguished Professor of Literature 
at the University of California at San Diego

 

“It is rare to find a book that casts its nets widely while meticulously analyzing the texts 
it discusses. This book does both. Denny-Brown provides insight into philosophical 
texts, cultural symbolics in textual and visual art, religious and theological texts and 
practices, Middle English poetry, and national identity, which taken together makes the 
book an invaluable index to medieval—not just Middle English—notions about fash-
ion, philosophical approaches to change, gender dynamics, and aesthetics.” 

—Maura Nolan, University of California, Berkeley

“Denny-Brown draws on texts of many genres as well as historical information to show 
that fashion—and the promise of fortune that accompanied it—had great appeal for 
men and women in the Middle Ages. The fashionable consumption of the clergy, of 
‘foppish’ men whose style and habits associated them with gambling, and headstrong 
bourgeois wives with money (‘archwyves’), all provoked concern, censure, and satire. 
This is a fascinating study packed with information.” 

—Sarah-Grace Heller, The Ohio State University
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To Matt and Lucy



Imagine (if possible) a woman dressed in an endless garment, one that 
is woven of everything the magazine of Fashion says, for this garment 
without end is proffered through a text which is itself unending.

  —Roland Barthes, The Fashion System

The mind is a metaphor of the world of objects which is itself but an 
endless circle of mutually reflecting metaphors.

  —Pierre Bourdieu, Outline of a Theory of Practice



List of Illustrations	 x

Acknowledgments	 xi

Abbreviations	 xiv

Introduction	 1

One	 Fortune’s Habits: Boethian Lessons on Clothing and Being	 17

Two	� Fashioning Change:  
Wearing Fortune’s Garments in High- and Late-Medieval England	 50

Three	� The Case of the Bishop’s Capa:  
Vestimentary Change and Divine Law in the Thirteenth Century	 82

Four	� In Swich Richesse: Povre Griselda and the All-Consuming Archewyves	 114

Five	� English Galaunts and the Aesthetic Event	 148

Conclusion	 179

Notes		  183

Bibliography	 227

Index		  246

C o n t e n t s

W



Figures

2.1	� Fortune’s wheel. Bible Moralisée. Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de France,  
MS Latin 11560, fol. 129v. (first half of thirteenth century)	 52

2.2	� Fortune’s wheel. Roman de la Rose. Paris, Bibliothèque nationale de  
France, MS Fr. 1567, fol. 135v. (c. 1350)	 53

2.3	� Fortune and her victims, illustrated by Jean Colombe. French  
translation of Boethius’s Consolatio Philosophiae. London, British  
Library, MS Harley 4336, fol. 1v. (c. 1477)	 75

3.1	� Detail of an ape wearing a red cowl in the bas-de-page. Durand,  
Rationale Divinorum Officiorum. London, British Library, Add. MS  
31032, fol. 33v. (early fourteenth century)	 86

Plates

1	� Fortune’s wheel. French translation of Boethius, Consolatio Philosophiae.  
Cambridge, Trinity Hall, MS 12, fol. 3r. (c. 1410)	

2	� A bishop’s order of vestments in a historiated initial T. Durand,  
Rationale Divinorum Officiorum. London, British Library, Add. MS  
31032, fol. 33v. (early fourteenth century)	

3	� Syon Cope with Opus Anglicanum embroidery. London, Victoria and  
Albert Museum (1300–1320)	

I l lus  t r at i o n s

W

x



I would like to express my first thanks to Christopher Baswell for his unwav-
ering confidence in me since my years as an undergraduate and in particu-
lar for his discerning eye and his invaluable suggestions with regard to this 
project when it was in dissertation form. I would also like to thank Timea 
Szell, whose humor and brilliance sparked my first interest in medieval litera-
ture, and Sarah Gyllenstierna, whose intelligence and friendship have always 
inspired my own critical endeavors. From my years at Columbia University 
I would also like to thank Robert W. Hanning for his steady, guiding hand 
through the early drafts of this project and for his uncanny ability to articu-
late in a few words the very heart of my own modest intellectual pursuits. I 
would like to thank Joan M. Ferrante for her impeccable knowledge of alle-
gory and for her passion for her subject matter; and Jean E. Howard for her 
patient shaping of my theoretical objectives. The Medieval Guild of Colum-
bia University offered much helpful and lively engagement with this project 
in its nascent stage, especially Nicole R. Rice, Donna Alfano Bussell, Marlene 
Villalobos Hennessy, Mary Agnes Edsall, Geoffrey Rector, and Heather Blur-
ton. I would also like to offer my gratitude to The American Association of 
University Women, The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation, The North Ameri-
can Council on British Studies, The Woodrow Wilson National Fellowship 
Foundation, The Huntington Library, and The Associate Alumni of Barnard 
College for their support of this project at that stage.
	 In my years at the University of California at Riverside, I have had the 
great fortune to be surrounded by supportive and generous colleagues and 
friends. I would like especially to thank John Ganim for his insight, encour-
agement, and unflagging collegiality. Heidi Brayman Hackel, Susan Zieger, 
Vorris Nunley, Chris Abani, Sabine Doran, Jeremy Kaye, Benjamin Liu, 
Deborah Willis, and Katherine Kinney have all offered helpful advice and 

xi

Ack  n o w l e d g m e n t s

W



Acknowledgmentsxii

critical engagement. This book has also gained invaluable benefit from many 
thoughtful interlocutors beyond my campus, and I would like especially 
to thank Seth Lerer, Paul Strohm, Carolyn Dinshaw, Susan Crane, E. Jane 
Burns, Laura Hodges, D.Vance Smith, Frank Grady, and Geraldine Heng 
for their input and support. Kathy Lavezzo, William Kuskin, Robert Meyer-
Lee, Catherine Sanok, Jessica Brantley, Claire M. Waters, Rebecca Krug, and 
Susan Phillips have also offered helpful feedback on various stages of this 
project. I am particularly grateful for the friendship of Seeta Chaganti, Eliza-
beth Allen, and Patricia Dailey, each of whom provided invaluable critiques 
on portions of the manuscript. And I owe a special thanks to Joanna Scott, 
Matthew McGraw, Megan Stein, and Thomas Schneider for their careful 
assistance, and to all of my graduate and undergraduate students for their 
invigorating discussions about many of these texts.
	 I am grateful to the University of California Office of the President for 
supporting this research, to the University of California at Riverside for pro-
viding a variety of grants and fellowships, to the university’s Center for Ideas 
and Society for providing the most stimulating residency I have experienced 
to date, and to The Huntington Library for providing a quiet office upstairs 
at a crucial stage of the project. My research was facilitated by the helpful 
staffs of The Huntington Library, The Pierpont Morgan Library, The British 
Library, The Bibliothèque Nationale de France, Trinity Hall Library, Cam-
bridge, and the Venerable English College Library, Rome. I am indebted to 
the anonymous readers of this manuscript, who later revealed themselves to 
be Sarah-Grace Heller and Maura Nolan. And I owe special thanks to Mal-
colm Litchfield, Ethan Knapp, Maggie Diehl, and the editorial staff of The 
Ohio State University Press for shepherding the book through the publishing 
process.
	 I would like to thank the University of Notre Dame Press, the University 
of Iowa Press, Duke University Press, and Palgrave Macmillan for permis-
sion to adapt material from earlier essays published. Chapter 2 is a revised 
and expanded version of “Fashioning Change: Wearing Fortune’s Garments 
in Medieval England,” Philological Quarterly 87, no. 1–2 (Winter–Spring 
2008): 9–32; part of chapter 3 first appeared as “Old Habits Die Hard: Ves-
timentary Change in William Durandus’s Rationale divinorum officiorum,” in 
the Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 39, no. 3 (2009): 546–70; 
chapter 4 grew out of my earlier work in “Povre Griselda and the All-Con-
suming Archewyves,” Studies in the Age of Chaucer 28 (2006): 77–115, and 
also includes ideas first explored in “Lydgate’s Golden Cows: Appetite and 
Avarice in Bycorne and Chychevache,” Lydgate Matters: Poetry and Material 



Acknowledgments xiii

Culture in the Fifteenth Century, ed. Lisa H. Cooper and Andrea Denny-
Brown (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), 35–56. 
	 Finally, I would also like to give my heartfelt thanks to my best friend, 
colleague, and collaborator Lisa H. Cooper, who has read most of the chap-
ters of this book more than once, and survived. For the inexhaustible support 
of my family and friends, I am eternally grateful. To Matt, my touchstone, 
and to Lucy, my inspiration, thank you.



EETS	� Early English Text Society (o.s., Original Series, e.s., Extra Series, s.s. Supple-
mentary Series)

MED	� The Middle English Dictionary. Edited by Hans Kurath et al. 13 vols. Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan, 1952–2001. Available at: http://quod.lib.
umich.edu/m/med/.

OED	� The Oxford English Dictionary. 2nd ed. Edited by J. A. Simpson and E. S. C. 
Weiner. 20 vols. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1989.

PL	� Patrologiae cursus completus, series Latina. Edited by J.-P. Migne. 221 vols. 
Paris, 1841–65. Reprint Tournhout: Brepols, 1985–88.

SAC	� Studies in the Age of Chaucer

SR	� The Statutes of the Realm. Edited by T. E. Tomlins et al. 11 vols. 1810–28. 
Reprint London: Dawsons, 1963.

A b b re v i at i o n s

W

xiv



1

The “experience” of clothing in late-medieval England, to borrow John 
Lydgate’s wording, was the experience of change. Clothing, as his Fall of 
Princes (1431–39) reminds us, marked not only Adam and Eve’s radical 
turn from the static state of grace and innocence—thei stood in staat—into 
the falling, erring, mutable material realm of “deth and pouerte” (658), but 
also marked the origins of self-generated change in human history, the first 
instance of “[c]haungyng thestate” (657), of altering the form or circum-
stance of something from its original condition. A similar point was more 
recently made by Elaine Scarry, who asserts that Adam and Eve’s fig leaves 
symbolize “their first cultural act wholly independent of God,” and that they 
present one example of “the capacity for cultural self-transformation through 
artifice.”2 For Lydgate, however, and for many of the poets that I will discuss 
in this book, this biblical scene is less about the act of artifice that turned fig 
leaves into garments than it is about the inherently transformative phenom-
enon of clothing itself. Lydgate dwells on the issue of changeability in this 
moment of his text, speaking in rapid succession of Adam and Eve’s “sodeyn 
chaung” (659), of their “onwar myscheeff” [sudden misfortune] (659), and 
of their “onhappi transmutacioun” (660) even as he also situates their altered 
vestimentary status as the symbol and narrative starting point for the larger 
interconnected history of earthly power and worldly mutability that is the 
focus of his monumental poem.
	 Lydgate’s treatment of humanity’s first sartorial event nicely demon-
strates the primary subject of this book, which is the capacity of clothing 
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Nakid thei wer[e]n fairest on to see;
For whil thei stood in staat off innocence,
Thei hadde off clothyng noon experience.

  —John Lydgate, Fall of Princes, speaking of Adam and Eve1
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to organize ideas about cultural change, something that fascinated medieval 
poets and their audiences. I have chosen as my primary site of study a place 
and time in which the cultural pressures surrounding changes in clothing 
were overt: as scholars have shown, the period from the thirteenth to the 
fifteenth centuries marked a particularly innovative stage of vestimentary 
development in Europe, a period whose novel and ever-changing aesthetic 
sensibilities generated long moralizing castigations by homilists, satire and 
ridicule from moralists, and the first widespread wave of sumptuary laws 
that attempted to stabilize individual practices of consumption and appear-
ance. The important cultural phenomenon that Roland Barthes called the 
“fashion system”—loosely defined as the rapid, systemic change of diverse 
forms of clothing—has recently been shown to have emerged and thrived in 
this period, a fact that offers seemingly irrefutable evidence of the important 
role that clothing played in the cultural formulations of change.3 Moreover, 
throughout high- and late-medieval Europe, the persistent association of 
clothing with stylistic novelty and its objects—imported fabrics, embroideries, 
and colors with ever-changing styles, shapes, and designs—was underscored 
by the highly symbolic role that particular garments played in transformative 
events, from the legendary sartorial episodes in the Fall and the Crucifixion 
and the celebrated rites of religious and secular investiture (and divestiture) to 
more ordinary material demonstrations of economic prosperity and downfall, 
socioeconomic and political mobility, and daily practices of consumption and 
self-fashioning.
	 As I will illustrate, English writers perceived these contemporary changes 
in distinctive ways: with a particularized conception of vacillating fashions as 
a governing national characteristic; with a deep investment in the (Boethian) 
philosophy of the changeable material world; and with a curiosity about the 
way emerging practices in vernacular writing, and especially vernacular lyric, 
might correspond to stylistic innovations in material culture. As they trace 
the developments of these ideas, the chapters of this book reveal that, despite 
their associations with frivolity and vanity, clothing and fashion were often 
understood to be philosophically and phenomenologically significant objects 
of study, engaging weighty issues of their culture, often under the guise of 
superficiality and caprice. Through their association with change, I will argue, 
clothing and fashion became important tropes for exploring the processes of 
material transience; correspondingly, through its association with clothing, 
the notion of change in effect became reified as an aesthetic act, an identifi-
able practice that could be observed, analyzed, and poeticized. To give a sense 
of the scope of these critical developments, in this introduction I provide two 
examples of the type of unexpected analytic depth that clothing offers two 
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very different texts: one an uncharacteristic treatise by the Church patriarch, 
Tertullian, and the other a virtually forgotten anecdotal lyric by the English 
poet Chaucer. I will then turn to discussing in detail the current state of 
scholarship on medieval fashion and the special currency that the topic of 
vestimentary changeability had in high- and late-medieval England.

The Pallium and the Pilche: 
Theorizing Clothing and Change

Postmodern theorists in a variety of fields have discussed clothing’s unique 
status as one of the most radically innovative forms of material culture, as 
a material practice whose extraordinary capacity for change gives rise to an 
equally powerful ability to mediate cultural experience and meaning. Roland 
Barthes was one of the earliest to theorize this potential in his discussion of 
the inherent “ambiguity” of fashion’s anthropological enterprise: “simulta-
neously unpredictable and systematic, regular and unknown, aleatory and 
structured, [Fashion] fantastically conjoins the intelligible without which 
men could not live and the unpredictability attached to the myth of life.”4 
Cultural theorist Grant McCracken argues that clothing in itself brings both 
change and continuity, giving form to otherwise volatile historical moments: 
“clothing can be used as a historical operator which serves not only to reflect 
changing historical circumstances but also as a device which creates and con-
stitutes this change in cultural terms.”5 While for McCracken clothing estab-
lishes and organizes cultural change, making it visible, palpable, and open 
for scrutiny or debate, anthropologist Webb Keane describes the change that 
is effected by clothing through what he calls the “unrealized future” of sarto-
rial semiotics—the cultural expectation that clothing changes people, and the 
fact that new clothing “makes possible or inhibits new practices, habits, and 
intentions.”6 In clothing historian Gilles Lipovetsky’s mind, aesthetic ingenu-
ity in clothing demonstrates the important role that change plays in notions 
of human autonomy: “fashion attests to the human capacity to change, the 
ability of men and women to invent new modes of appearance . . . [and] the 
effort of human beings to make themselves masters of the conditions of their 
own existence.”7

	 Whether in the generic sense of the word “clothing” used by McCracken 
and Keane, or in regard to the larger system of meaning called “fashion” 
used by Barthes and Lipovetsky—a distinction of terms that I will revisit 
later in this introduction—the theoretical value of clothing described by 
these critics was not lost on early writers. My first textual example can be 
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found in an unlikely place: the work of the third-century Church father 
Tertullian. In addition to his oft-cited scathing comments about the unnat-
uralness of female ornament and attire, Tertullian—who was fascinated, if 
not, as R. Howard Bloch has suggested, “obsessed” with the moral con-
cerns generated by ornamentation—wrote a treatise about his own attire 
that made an argument for a natural law of sartorial change.8 Finding the 
need to defend publicly his own sartorial shift from wearing the Roman toga 
to the Greek philosophers’ pallium, a square, simple garment that eventu-
ally usurped the toga in Roman usage, Tertullian presented a treatise to the 
men of Carthage that situated ever-changing fashions within a universal law 
of change. Tertullian’s attitude in this speech is surprising considering his 
well-known moralizing position in other texts devoted to clothing. Here, 
he champions sartorial change. All the world, Tertullian declares, invok-
ing Plato’s theory of forms, is versiform, or shape-changing [totum uersi-
forme est].9 Human changes in clothing style should not be criticized, he 
argues, but should rather be seen in the context of the world’s celebrated and 
numerous natural changes, which include vacillations of atmosphere, geog-
raphy, and vegetation; animals who change their forms, hues, and sexes; and 
the translatio of human power and fortune. Tertullian’s defense of sartorial 
change as a human practice and a historical process lays the groundwork for 
later discussions about the importance of clothing as an interpretive lens for 
understanding human self-knowledge and human history. Pointing out the 
critical role of clothing changes in various creation myths, for example, he 
describes in detail Adam and Eve’s vestimentary progression from nakedness 
at birth to fig leaves and eventually to skins; then, broadening the discussion 
for his non-Christian listeners, he connects this tale to the mythical origins 
of clothing in the work of Mercury, Minerva, and Arachne. After defend-
ing vestimentary change as an ontological category, Tertullian turns to the 
everyday experience and local history of the garments in question: not only 
is the toga, unlike the pallium, an unwieldy, uncomfortable, and impracti-
cal garment that one throws off as soon as entering one’s house, he declares, 
but also its elevated association with Roman style disguises its checkered 
past as the dress of the Pelagians and Etruscans. At the end of the text he 
declares the pallium to have a new, improved philosophical purpose—to 
adorn Christians: “gaude pallium et exsulta! melior iam te philosophia dig-
nata est ex quo Christianum vestire coepisti” [Be glad, O pallium, and exult! 
Now a better philosophy has considered you worthy, since you began to 
clothe the Christian].10

	 Tertullian’s text nicely demonstrates, through its deconstructive thorough-
ness and associational breadth, the way culture interpolates symbolic mean-



Introduction 5

ing into the experience of material objects: what does it mean to change “a 
toga ad pallium”? [from toga to pallium], the text asks.11 It means the origin 
of life, the fall from grace, the law of nature, translatio imperii, religious pur-
pose, and a lighter load on one’s shoulders on a hot Carthage day. The multi-
ple registers of meaning associated with dress work together here to establish 
the unique capabilities of clothing as an object of theoretical study: at once 
allegorical and material, old and new, public and private, clothing stretches 
to encompass the overlapping and ever-changing experiences of the body, 
the intellect, and the soul. By publicly donning the rudimentary garment of 
the Greek philosophers, Tertullian symbolically strips himself of ornament 
and its associations, aligning himself, and ultimately all Christians, with the 
Stoic philosopher who eschews material distractions.12 The pallium was sub-
sequently to become the privileged attire of popes and archbishops and the 
garment that artists imagined to have dressed Christ and the early patriarchs; 
as Tertullian puts it, the sight, and even the thought of, the pallium makes 
vices blush.13

	 Yet while Tertullian ostensibly means his self-fashioning to perform sar-
torial constancy, he also seems to acknowledge that by exchanging his toga 
for a pallium he is following a type of fashion trend. He makes clear that it 
is not only followers of Philosophy who wear the garment; teachers, doctors, 
poets, musicians, and “all of liberal studies” [omnis liberalitas studiorum] 
have also chosen to dress themselves in this way. Tertullian further under-
scores the paradoxical allure of the pallium by drawing attention to the sty-
listic correlation between rhetorical and sartorial eloquence, and by arguing 
for the persuasive powers of his clothing: “etsi eloquium quiescat  .  .  .  ipse 
habitus sonat. Sic denique auditur philosophus dum uidetur” [although elo-
quence is mute . . . this garment resounds. A philosopher, in fact, is heard so 
long as he is seen].14 In this dramatic speech that powerfully and wittily per-
forms a change of attire in front of a live audience—if he did not go so far 
as to change his garment during this speech, he was surely wearing the pal-
lium throughout it—Tertullian effectively adds back rhetorically what he has 
taken away materially. Rather than removing himself and his garments from 
the cycles of fashion, his statement codifies and naturalizes human sartorial 
change and places the pallium within that larger system. At the same time, 
he brings intense focus to the status of the novel vestimentary object itself, 
demonstrating that even the most plain, simple, and modest garment can still 
evoke a plethora of cultural associations and interpretive possibilities, often 
far beyond the local history or social standing of the individual who wears it. 
Tertullian’s pallium makes philosophy fashionable, and his De Pallio makes 
clothing, and changing clothes, philosophical.
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	 A similar curiosity about sartorial change drives my second example. One 
of his shortest and possibly least-read poems, Chaucer’s “Proverbe” offers 
a preliminary glimpse at how a philosophical English poet imaginatively 
engaged with the problem of sartorial diversity in the fourteenth century. 
Even in the mundane, daily use of clothes, this poem suggests, we are always 
negotiating the conceptual predicaments brought up by vestimentary change. 
The poem reads, in its entirety:

What shul these clothes thus manyfold,
Lo this hote somers day?
After grete hete cometh cold;
No man caste his pilche away.

Of al this world the large compass
Yt wil not in myn armes tweyne;
Who so mochel wol embrace,
Litel therof he shal distreyne.
(1–8)15

These short verses infuse the English preoccupation with abundance and 
variety in clothing with a clear interest in how material change influences 
self-knowledge and thus one’s knowledge of the world. The blunt material 
problem posed by the opening question—what shall be done with so many 
clothes / on this hot summer day?—invokes any number of practical dilem-
mas posed by seasonal clothing such as proper storage, socially appropriate 
seasonal attire, and physical comfort in a changing climate.16 The issue of 
wearing excessive clothing for fashion’s sake regardless of season was espe-
cially timely when Chaucer was writing. The 1363 sumptuary legislation’s 
withdrawal of the right of any subject to wear fur in the summer months, for 
example, shows how prevalent such practices were.17 Read alone, the open-
ing line’s evident problematic regarding “manifold” clothing directly engages 
with the issue of English varietas vestium [variety of clothing] a topic that I 
will discuss in more depth below, and that has been proven to be particularly 
germane in Chaucer’s works. As Laura F. Hodges puts it, in the Canterbury 
Tales Chaucer provides “the widest range (quality and value) of contemporary 
fabric names in a single English literary work in the Middle Ages.”18 What 
shall be done with so many clothes, indeed?
	 Both countering and complementing the initial material concerns of the 
opening question, the second stanza of Chaucer’s short poem invokes the 
rhythms and lived experiences of material life. The circular movement and 
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thematic of lines 3 through 8 address the intangible things of life: in the turn-
ing of the seasons, the related abab cdcd rhyme pattern, and the “compass” 
of the world encircled in two arms, we are led to contemplate life’s inevitable 
temporalities, our own nostalgic awareness regarding past lessons learned, 
and the wholesale optimism of summer giving way to the privation of winter. 
Layers and quantities of clothing are used as a metaphor for change here, but 
a change that is not wholly unexpected; one’s outer garment or “pilch” works 
as yet another subtle reminder of the cyclical nature of our material existence: 
after warmth and abundance will inevitability come colder, darker times. And 
as in life, the restrained impulse to “caste . .  . away” unwanted garments in 
the first part of the poem is replaced in the second with the insatiable desire 
for “so mochel” more. Whether this expansive appetite is purely material—in 
the medieval sense of coveitise—or an abstract ambition, or both, the short 
poem does not clarify.19 The overall message, however, clearly regards the 
conflict between desire and necessity: while one wants the world, one needs a 
winter coat.
	 But the poem is even more complicated. The “pilche,” a common outer 
jacket made of fur or skins and worn by both men and women in this 
period, had clear associations with the coat of skins with which Adam and 
Eve are clothed in Genesis 3:21, as the Latin Vulgate tunicas pellicias (from 
pellicius, made of skins) becomes pilche in texts such as the Middle English 
Story of Genesis and Exodus.20 Sermonizers disagreed about the ramifications 
of these garments. While the influential preacher John Bromyard (d. 1352) 
describes them as an early ideal of sartorial simplicity, a clothing stan-
dard—much like the nakedness of Christ on the Cross, he declares—from 
which people should learn to cast away their own excessively various attire, 
Chaucer’s later contemporary Robert Rypon claims that the garments of 
skins given by God to replace the self-styled fig leaves represent the shame-
ful and sinful nature of postlapsarian humanity.21 By situating this popular 
proverb about clothing in relation to the vacillating material world, Chau-
cer probes both the theoretical implications and the moral parameters of 
clothing, pointing out the fundamental irreconcilability of the ‘all covet 
all lose’ message with the material practices of daily life. He insists, much 
like Tertullian centuries earlier, that we keep in mind the ‘natural’ cycles 
of clothing usage before criticizing fashion’s excessive variability, and yet he 
also makes sure that we recognize a paradox about clothing in his culture: 
that while one might be able to cast away superfluous clothes at the end of 
a season, one will never be able to remove one’s “pilch,” the material burden 
of Adam and Eve that is played out over and over in our own vestimentary 
vacillations.
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Fashion and Varietas Vestium in Medieval England

My argument in this book is that clothing has historically provided an impor-
tant way to index and to comment on forms of cultural change, and that this 
symbolic function becomes intensified during a period of particularly radical 
vestimentary changes in high- and late-medieval England. In the previous 
examples I have tried to demonstrate how theoretically provocative clothing 
was for early writers as a cultural signifier of change; now, because it has his-
torically been so important in the integration of clothing into the thematics 
of change, I will establish the place of fashion as a related but distinct concept 
in the medieval world.
	 The scholarly interest in fashion as a cultural system has compelled a 
provocative yet relatively fluid retreat into history. Since the iconic stud-
ies by Thorstein Veblen and Fernand Braudel, fashion has been inextricably 
linked with the development of consumption, and as the point of origins 
for consumer economies has lately been pushed further and further back 
into the modern, early modern, and finally premodern periods, so have the 
origins of fashion.22 The most vigorous scholarly debate involves the exact 
period when and place where “fashion” first emerged as a cultural system. 
While older critical models focused on nineteenth-century France and eigh-
teenth-century England, recent studies argue for earlier and earlier junctures: 
sixteenth-century England, fifteenth-century Florence, fourteenth-century 
England, fourteenth-century Burgundy, and, most recently, thirteenth- 
century France.23 The vast majority of recent scholarship on medieval cos-
tume locates the birth of Western fashion in the virtual revolution of Euro-
pean dress that emerged in and around the 1340s, when the rounded, loose, 
toga-inspired, less emphatically gendered garments that had been worn for 
centuries suddenly became tighter, tailored, padded, and variously colored, 
with fitted sleeves and torsos, conspicuous hip belts and accessories, elon-
gated limbs and pointed hats, dramatically shortened and stuffed doublets 
for men, and a penchant for slitted and slashed extremities. As one anony-
mous sermonizer describes it, dress in this period consisted of “dyvers atyre, 
as of strayt clothes and schorte, and daggede hodes other typpes, chausures 
dysgysed and y-tyed up streyt in thre stedes, baudrykes and baselardes and 
crakowes of half a fote longe, harlotes and laddes and other dysgysynges” 
[diverse attire, as of straight clothes and short, and dagged hoods and other 
tippets, boots disguised and tied up straight in three places, belts, ornamen-
tal daggers, crackows (long pointed shoes) of half a foot long, shoe thongs 
and other disguisings].24

	 Recent studies have challenged this scholarly consensus regarding the 
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fourteenth-century emergence of fashion as phenomenon. Returning to the 
type of structuralist model of fashion analysis used by Barthes and Baudril-
lard, for example, Sarah-Grace Heller’s Fashion in Medieval France persua-
sively identifies a clear fashion system in thirteenth-century France, a culture 
that demonstrates the existence of all ten of the author’s specialized “crite-
ria” for fashion’s existence.25 Heller’s is the first book-length literary study to 
turn its full attention to the problem of ‘the birth of fashion’ in the Middle 
Ages, and she discusses the extent to which this subject has been previously 
skewed by the predominant use of visual, rather than textual, evidence to 
make historical claims.26 Declaring that “a shift in methodology is in order” 
for understanding fashion as a cultural phenomenon, Heller calls not only 
for further analysis of clothing symbolism in literary texts but also for a more 
concerted effort to understand fashion as a systemic whole rather than as a 
series of isolated social, material, and economic developments.27 Importantly, 
even as her meticulous structuralism maps out the codes of medieval fashion 
as an emergent (twelfth-century) and existing (thirteenth-century) cultural 
system occurring much earlier than previously thought, Heller proposes an 
end to misguided scholarly quests for origins, carefully avoiding any claim of 
her historical finding as a definitive cultural starting point.28

	 If early literary texts have been undervalued in identifying historical 
models of ever-changing fashion, the same cannot be said for the influence 
of fashion studies on medieval literary and cultural studies. The emergence 
of fashion has served as the backdrop for a rich interdisciplinary discussion 
about cultural formations of identity in medieval Europe to which literary 
scholars have substantially added. Claire Sponsler’s groundbreaking work on 
medieval dress and consumption, for example, reveals that the meticulous 
social stratification of late-medieval English regulatory discourses ironically 
generated numerous possibilities for using dress as a medium of cultural resis-
tance.29 Susan Crane’s study of ritualized courtier performances in England 
and France makes the discovery that medieval selfhood was often understood 
to exist in external public performances such as costume, rather than in inte-
rior consciousness.30 Likewise, E. Jane Burns, in her two substantial studies 
on dress in twelfth- and thirteenth-century French courtly love literature, 
finds that fashionable garments often operate against the grain of textual 
and social expectations, as cultural crossing points that disrupt paradigms 
regarding internality and externality, gender roles and relations, and East–
West interactions.31

	 A common argumentative thread in these generative studies by Sponsler, 
Crane, and Burns is that medieval clothing symbolism often gives rise to 
the critically unexpected: it offers, respectively, resistance instead of regula-
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tion, identity instead of pretense, and disruption instead of categorization. 
This potential for unexpectedness speaks to clothing’s symbiotic relationship 
with change in this period—to the “unpredictability” that Barthes attributes 
to the fashion system. As Crane points out, unpredictability was an impor-
tant part of the consumer culture built around the demand for fashionable 
clothes; the endless reshaping of clothing silhouettes in the fourteenth cen-
tury, she states, made “change itself an aspect of consumption.”32 With fash-
ion as either the text or the subtext of most recent critical studies on medieval 
clothing, the link between dress and changeability appears everywhere within 
them—from modern definitions of fashion’s inherent mutability, to actual 
changes in clothing color, style, and shape, to the changing social codes that 
follow changing styles, to the myriad personal and social transformations that 
medieval vestimentary performances are said to bring about. Yet the cultural 
association between clothing and change described by medieval writers has 
not yet generated a study that undertakes the topic in its own regard. My 
methodological interest in medieval fashion, by contrast, lies precisely in its 
consummate demonstration of clothing’s troping of change, a topic that I 
trace in this book from late-antique discussions about the changeable mate-
rial world to late-medieval depictions of changing aesthetic practices more 
broadly.
	 In high- and late-medieval England, the ubiquitous discourses about fash-
ion’s changeability performed a particular type of cultural work. While mor-
alists and satirists throughout medieval Europe deplored the ‘alien’ nature of 
new fashions in their midst whether those fashions were in fact of foreign ori-
gin or not, in late-medieval England this discourse reached the proportions 
of a national pastime.33 Sometimes the foreign fashions blamed were those 
worn by the French during the Hundred Years War; sometimes they were 
connected with specific foreign courtiers in the English court during this 
period, such as those who arrived with Philippa of Hainault when she mar-
ried Edward III, as I discuss below. In most cases, imitation of foreign fash-
ions served as the incentive for a discussion of England’s self-identified vice 
of varietas vestium [variety of clothing], wherein England’s sartorial diversity 
was associated with myriad other kinds of cultural mutability.34 This pervasive 
narrative about the national penchant for varietas vestium is found in late-
medieval sermons, chronicles, aristocratic clothing accounts, and poems, and 
it encompasses both the visual impression of England’s diverse aesthetic and 
the frequency with which that aesthetic changed: fashions were said not only 
to look new, strange, and unstable but also literally to change every year, every 
week, every day, or even several times a day. Likewise, the deleterious effects 
of wearing these fashions ranged in intensity from disrupting categories of 
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social status, to effecting personal misfortune or death, to fulfilling proph-
ecies of national disaster regarding military and economic failings, plague, 
revolution, or apocalypse.
	 Andrew Galloway has identified the Benedictine monk Ranulph Hig-
den’s popular chronicle of English history, the Polychronicon (1330s–40s), as a 
major source text for many circulating ideas regarding English varietas vestium 
as a national feature.35 Higden’s influential discussion of English diversity in 
dress, Galloway argues, helped to create the trope of English social insta-
bility as “a set feature of national ideology,” ensuring that the stereotype of 
reckless, variable Englishmen who (in Higden’s words) “squeamishly despise 
their own things, and commend those of others,” and who “freely transfig-
ure themselves into what pertains to others” became a mark of national self-
consciousness.36 We can see this impulse when English sermonizers denounce 
the long-term evolution of clothing through the ages, decrying the change 
from Adam and Eve’s tunics of skins to the increasingly luxurious and foreign 
contemporary garments—“diversely decorated,” in Robert Rypon’s words, “in 
an infinite variety of ways.”37 English chroniclers connected England’s varietas 
vestium to more recent historical events. A representative example can be seen 
in John of Reading’s entry for 1344 in his Chronica, which (written in hind-
sight in 1366–68) blames English mutability in dress on Philippa of Hain-
ault’s influence and also positions this mutability as the cause for the plague 
of 1348–49:

Anglici tum insaniae alienigenarum adhaerentes velut de adventu Hanno-
nensium, annis quasi xviii praeelapsis, annuatim varias deformitates ves-
tium mutantes, longorum largorumque indumentorum antiqua honestate 
deserta, vestibus curtis, strictis, frustratis, scissis, omni parte laqueatis, cor-
rigiatis, botonatis cum manicis ac tipeitis supertunicarum et caputiarum 
nimis pendulis, tortoribus et, ut verius dicam, daemonibus tam indumen-
tis quam calciamentis similiores quam hominibus. Et si clerici seu religiosi 
aliquibus dictorum usi sunt, non regulares sed irregulares judicentur. Muli-
eres enim in praedictis et aliis curiosius fluxerunt, adeo stricte vestitae, ut ad 
anos celandos caudas vulpinas vestibus inferius consutas penderent. Quo-
rum forte superbia futuris praetendit infortunia.

[Ever since the arrival of the Hainaulters about eighteen years ago the 
English have been madly following outlandish ways, changing their 
deformed varieties of clothing yearly. They have abandoned the old, decent 
style of long, full garments for clothes which are short, tight, impractical, 
slashed, every part laced, strapped or buttoned up, with the sleeves of the 
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gowns and the tippets of the hoods hanging down to absurd lengths, so 
that, if truth be told, their clothes and footwear make them look more like 
torturers, or even demons, than men. Clerics and other religious adopted 
the same fashions, and should be considered not “regulars,” but “irregulars.” 
Women flowed with the tides of fashion in this and other things even more 
eagerly, wearing clothes that were so tight that they wore a fox tail hang-
ing down inside their skirts at the back, to hide their asses. The sin of pride 
manifested in this way must surely bring down misfortune in the future.]38

Like the Latin chroniclers, vernacular writers also used specific keywords con-
cerning English sartorial imitation, mutability, and variety and their moral 
implications: clothing is above all else dyvers, a word around which a plethora 
of synonyms and related words, such as desgysede, countrefete, excessyf, and 
manifold are usually clustered.39 As we see in the later Brut chronicle, which 
echoes Reading’s almost word for word, varietas vestium turns into England’s 
“diuers schappis”: “þey [the English] ordeyned and chaungyd ham euery ȝere 
diuers schappis of disgyngeȝ of cloþing.”40

	 As the growing vocabulary depicting vestimentary change in late-medi-
eval England attests, the culture of change encompassing English clothing 
in this period also took root at the level of the English language itself. Most 
significantly, and despite earlier studies that state the contrary, the English 
term “fashion” as a word meaning rapidly changing dress clearly existed in 
fourteenth-century England. A satirical poem dated to 1380 on manners 
and costume that I discuss in depth in chapter 5, for example, describes the 
“newe facoun” (alternate spelling, “newe fascion”) of the English people in 
this period as not only “now shorte and now longe” but, like its wearers, 
“now is here, now goon.”41 Also captured in this important linguistic moment 
in England is evidence of the larger conceptual connection between clothing 
and change that I address in this book, as seen in the usage of the Middle 
English words “chaunge” and “chaungen”: for a person to “change,” as we say 
in modern colloquial English, using a phrase that emerges in the fifteenth 
century, meant then, as it does now, “to change clothes.”42

	 England’s self-perpetuating reputation for sartorial imitation, appropria-
tion, variety, and mutability serves as the backdrop for the arguments that I 
make in this book. Medieval writers who treated the subject of clothing dur-
ing the rise of the fashion system had to contend not only with the capricious 
spectacle of novelty that they witnessed around themselves—evidence of new 
technologies, new tailoring, new silhouettes, shapes, fabrics, and terms, all of 
which had the potential to change faster than the texts describing them could 
be written and copied—but also with a cultural tradition telling them that 
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clothing’s inherent changeability was a cipher for more important questions 
about the instability of English identity, and of human existence in the mate-
rial world more generally. The trope of the Englishman consumed with his 
own “diuers schappis” provided one way of inquiring into the myriad work-
ings of cultural change. Its importance is suggested not only by its prevalence 
in medieval culture but also by its historical staying power, as it went on to 
become a controlling trope in the early modern period, where the stereotype 
took on new and equally fascinating cultural resonances.43

This Book’s Design

Much of this book examines the trope of change within literary descrip-
tions of contemporary clothing that were either written by or read by medi-
eval English subjects. It begins, however, with a somewhat inverted critical 
approach, which is to examine the trope of clothing in the source text that 
represents that culture’s most ubiquitous theory of change. Chapter 1 effec-
tively positions the sartorial symbolism of Boethius’s Consolatio Philoso-
phiae as a type of textual prehistory to medieval English notions of sartorial 
changeability, suggesting that the conceptual framework within which later 
writers understood the phenomenon of fashion already existed in late-antique 
discourses about the changeable material world. The Consolatio begins with 
a philosophical question similar to Tertullian’s question about his pallium, 
albeit in a very different context: what does it mean, the text asks, to be 
suddenly stripped of all one’s material goods, to change from wearing the 
robe of a magister officiorum to that of a prisoner under penalty of death? 
Boethius’s influential book, I argue, implicitly presents its most crucial argu-
ment in sartorial terms: worldly changeability is both symbolized by and 
experienced through Fortune’s infamous manipulation of her subjects’ attire. 
Unlike Tertullian, Boethius does not focus on the social history and context 
of his change in dress, but rather uses the abstract philosophical connection 
between clothing and being—inherited from the Aristotelian concept of the 
habitus—to structure more broadly his discussion of human happiness in the 
face of material mutability.
	 In chapter 2 I argue that writers throughout high- and late-medieval 
Europe created in Boethius an authority for the moral and philosophical 
questions surrounding the use of dress and ornamentation in daily life, and 
created in Fortune, his most famous character, an icon for myriad explora-
tions and reimaginings of fashion as a purveyor of change. I draw attention 
to a little-known text from the thirteenth century, De disciplina scholarium 
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[On the Training of Scholars], which was attributed to Boethius and which 
was used by the Dominican friar Nicholas Trevet in his influential early-
fourteenth-century commentary on the Consolatio, to analyze Boethius’s 
understanding of luxury ornament in general and self-fashioning in partic-
ular. I also discuss how, in a parallel development, writers in twelfth- and 
thirteenth-century France and in fourteenth- and fifteenth-century England 
used Fortune’s association with fashion to explore the connection between 
self-fashioning and free will. When writers such as Jean de Meun, Chaucer, 
Lydgate, and Charles d’Orléans associate Fortune with the most fashionable 
garments of the day and ascribe to her control over the nuances of style and 
novelty, they also, I argue, begin to scrutinize the experience of fashion as a 
mechanism of self-control, and the corresponding ability of the fashionable 
to take charge of their own material destinies.
	 Chapter 3 returns to the thirteenth century to begin examining other 
paradigms of vestimentary change—in this case, the contentious subjects of 
fashion and self-fashioning in ecclesiastical dress. One important garment, 
the episcopal capa (cape or cope), came under the scrutiny of two very dif-
ferent kinds of texts, a monumental liturgical treatise (William Durand’s 
Rationale Divinorum Officiorum, or Rationale for the Divine Offices), and a lit-
tle-known goliardic lyric called “Song upon the Tailors.” These texts address a 
growing problem at the heart of contemporary Church attire: how the chang-
ing fashion of actual garments worn by the clergy no longer accorded with 
the biblical instructions that gave those ecclesiastical garments their author-
ity. While Durand attends to this problem by theorizing and categorizing 
the types of change made available to him through allegorical exposition, the 
anonymous satirical poet turns instead to the larger culture of change he sees 
in his immediate sociopolitical context. Parodying both the biblical trope 
of God as a tailor and the stasis of Old Testament law, the sartorial “law of 
metamorphosis” presented by this poet compares the tailor’s godlike ability 
to sartorially transform bodies and subjectivities with the tremendous vesting 
power of the bishop, who transforms his subjects through practices of inves-
titure or divestiture, and also transforms himself through the ritualized don-
ning of sacred—although fashionable—attire. In this way changes in clothing 
once again frame questions of one’s own material destiny in the face of divine 
design.
	 Turning to one of the most popular tales of the fourteenth century, chap-
ter 4 examines the moralized rhetoric of vestimentary change that under-
lies Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale and Envoy. In the sartorially challenged figure of 
Griselda resides a clerkly comment on the heated debates of the day with 
respect to female consumption, ownership, and attire. Chaucer’s version of 
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the tale explicitly accentuates its material context: while Griselda’s stoicism 
reads like a Boethian manual on how to endure the fluctuations of Fortune’s 
goods, for instance, her quiescent antimaterialism is challenged by the aggres-
sive dressing and spending habits of the Envoy’s contemporary “arch wives,” 
and by the Clerk’s own vestimentary and rhetorical frugality, which betrays 
an excessiveness equal to the ornament that he shuns. This chapter moves the 
provocative subject of sartorial mutability from the realm of spiritual order 
to that of socioeconomic development, mapping out the Clerk’s strategy of 
associating aesthetic novelty with the mercantile nouveaux riches.
	 My final chapter examines the revolutionary ethos of change represented 
by the medieval English galaunt. This critically neglected figure of fashion 
epitomizes English varietas vestium, encapsulating in his very name the imita-
tion of French fashions at the heart of that national trait. A parody of English 
mutability in dress, the medieval galaunt’s ever-changing foreign fashions, 
stuffed codpieces, and empty pockets appear to mark him as a stock figure 
of mirth and moral depravity. A look at the evolution of this figure as a lit-
erary trope, however, demonstrates his profound ability to mediate the cul-
tural experience of aesthetic turmoil. The galaunt’s celebration of aesthetic 
upheaval organizes ideas about sociopolitical upheaval; his changing fashions 
are repeatedly linked with a mysterious prophecy about the future downfall 
of England, and emerge in association with two violent episodes of insurrec-
tion—in the fourteenth century, the Uprising of 1381, and in the fifteenth 
century, the Jack Cade rebellion. The late-medieval impulse to historicize this 
figure, I argue, reframes the galaunt as an “event,” a phenomenon of histori-
cal consequence that lingers in the workings of both cultural memory and 
poetic aesthetics.
	 Together, these chapters uncover two main categories of cultural change. 
The first type concerns the phenomenological meaning of clothing symbol-
ism in high- and late-medieval culture, its tendency to reveal what Lydgate, 
to return to the epigraph of this introduction, calls the “experience” of cloth-
ing. Many of the texts that I explore in these chapters use change and variety 
in clothing to reveal and examine the mundane structures and patterns of 
lived experience, whether daily routines of dressing and undressing; seasonal 
changes in attire; social mobility upward or downward; practices of consump-
tion, possession, and loss; or changes of style and appearance. Writers also 
frequently depict the experience of change through incessant rhythms and 
cycles of clothing vacillations, a literary-cultural phenomenon that Barthes 
calls the “endless garment”: whether falling, rising, turning, cycling, mutat-
ing, metamorphosing, or shape-shifting, the garments described by medieval 
writers and explored in this book connote a sense of inexhaustible novelty 
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and variation.44 Part of my argument, therefore, is that these recurring pat-
terns of vestimentary meaning manifest a heightened awareness of the muta-
ble material world, allowing medieval writers and readers to actively engage 
with the relationship between their own changeability and that of the world 
around them. In the same way that Fortune’s wheel provided a rhythmic pat-
tern though which to understand the highs and lows of material life, I argue, 
so the daily stripping and donning of garments—and the associated cycles of 
quickly changing fashions—offered a convenient, easily accessible trope for 
the constitutive experience of material acquisition, ownership, and loss.
	 A second, related, category of change that I explore here is that of poetic 
aesthetics. Chaucer’s “Proverbe,” which I discuss above, comments on aes-
thetic excess through its relative absence of poetic ornament: the poem is 
manifestly spare, with its extreme brevity, regular rhyme scheme, short lines, 
and dominance of unisyllabic words (the key term “manyfold” [many and 
various] in line 1 is, appropriately, the only word longer than two syllables). 
Several of the texts in this book display similar aesthetic strategies, discuss-
ing clothing and other material goods in ways that overtly resist engaging the 
poetic practices (and pleasures) of excessive ornamental imagery or technical 
detail. Other poems that I consider take the opposite approach and instead 
mimic the mannered artifice of their fashionable subjects by, for example, 
using excessive lists of fashion terms or descriptions, by including French-
ified vocabulary that echoes the English imitation of French fashions, by 
employing acrostics and other highly ornamental poetic forms to convey a 
self-conscious aesthetic style, or by writing the text in macaronic and alter-
nating mixed-language poetic forms that perform verbally and even visually 
the diverse and transitory nature of the clothes they describe. Together these 
poems illustrate a growing interest in the aesthetics of change, and in present-
ing change as an aesthetic event or action that can be observed, examined, 
and practiced through literary means. Through a wide range of genres and 
time periods, therefore, the texts in these chapters tell a surprisingly consis-
tent story, which is that the literary trope of vestimentary change stages pow-
erful questions about the experience of the changeable material world, and 
that these questions are often presented through variable and hybrid literary 
forms which themselves recreate the material and stylistic changeability that 
is also their subject.
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The chapters of this book have treated the symbolic function of clothing 
in medieval literature and culture by examining the theoretical roots and 
the material circumstances of a single multifaceted trope—vestimentary 
change—in high- and late-medieval Europe. After demonstrating the impor-
tance of this trope to the dominant medieval theory of material change, 
that of Boethius’s Consolatio Philosophiae, I turned my attention to tracing 
the literary development of vestimentary change as an organizing principle 
for the perception and experience of ornamentation from the thirteenth to 
the fifteenth centuries. I have in effect mapped this historical development 
twice: first, in chapter 2, through a discussion of the high- and late-medieval 
transformations of Boethius’s theory into praxis, as evidenced by the practi-
cal reception of his text and by the changing ornament and function of the 
goddess Fortune as the Middle Ages progress. I then revisited this evolu-
tion more slowly and from different perspectives in chapters 3 through 5 
by examining a particular cultural tension in each century that is explored 
through the trope of vestimentary changeability: standards of ecclesiastical 
dress in the thirteenth century, powers of wifely consumption in the four-
teenth century, and cultural aesthetics of excess in the fifteenth century.
	 Throughout these chapters my central aim has been to reveal alteration 
as one of the enduring structural elements of the medieval experience and 
perception of clothing and ornament. The intrinsic ability of clothing both 
to symbolize and to enact change existed before it became the primary agent 
of systemic change in the fashion system that took root during the period 
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of this study, but its codification in this system magnified and accelerated 
its properties of changeability in a way that seems to have been especially 
provocative and fascinating for English writers of the period, who found 
in fashion’s ceaseless diversity an unexpectedly powerful and negotiable cul-
tural trope. On the one hand, I have shown how writers used the trope of 
clothing to examine the way changing ideas in their cultures were materi-
ally manifested: how certain clothing styles became associated with the god-
dess Fortune, or how transformations in ecclesiastical dress reflected current 
ideas about comfort, style, and status. On the other hand, I have shown how 
these writers used clothing to explore the effects of the material world more 
generally upon high- and late-medieval ideologies: for example, how mate-
rial mutability gets taken up as a prompt for thinking through ideas about 
English national identity, about bourgeois aesthetics, about poetic style, and 
about the concept of “change” itself in the medieval imaginary.
	 The findings about clothing in this study can be usefully extended to 
material culture at large. Recent work in material culture has explored the 
potency of material objects as intermediaries of the material world that 
make meaning in their own right. The “new materialism” popularized by 
Bill Brown demands that we turn our critical attention to the ways in which 
unsung material objects “organize our public and private affection.”1 Daniel 
Miller has similarly described the importance of examining our habitual 
cultural practices and beliefs involving material objects, a critical method 
that he calls “the ethnographic experience of the mundane,” of which he 
offers as a prime example “the intimate relationship  .  .  . between ourselves 
and our clothing.”2 Webb Keane also uses clothing as an important example 
for understanding the way objects guide our cultural practices and the ide-
ologies connected to those practices. Keane is especially interested in what he 
calls “the openness” of things and their historicizing significations: the ability 
of an object to signify meaning beyond the subject who interprets it or the 
historical moment in which it exists.3 While the many meanings of medieval 
clothing have been the subject of substantial critical work, especially in the 
last decade, Fashioning Change is the first study to situate medieval vestimen-
tary discourses within this larger conversation about the potential of material 
objects to make cultural meaning not only legible, but possible. If this mate-
rial potentiality is brought upon our understanding of objects as they figure 
in literary texts, then we have greater means at our disposal to think through 
more traditional literary uses of clothing symbolism, such as in allegorical 
hermeneutics, and how these uses cohabit with other modes of signification 
within a text. Rethinking the multivalences of medieval material objects in 
literary texts reveals that there is not as much of a gap between the literary 



Conclusion 181

world of objects and the material world of objects as there was once thought 
to be. This kind of consideration allows us to reexamine the symbolic func-
tion of objects in high- and late-medieval Europe, a culture that could sig-
nal its fascination with patient Griselda’s clothing, for example, but that 
refused unilateral interpretations of that clothing, preferring instead to offer 
multiple perspectives—in Chaucer’s case, as an allegory of the Christian soul 
and as a commentary on the dressing and spending habits of bourgeois wives. 
Likewise, it allows us to conceive of a culture in which Tertullian’s pallium, 
Boethius’s prison garb, Bishop Durand’s capa, Chaucer’s pilch, and the differ-
entiated black garments of Lydgate and Charles d’Orléans could speak simul-
taneously to those individuals’ experiences with regard to material objects 
and to their philosophical and poetical pursuit of immaterial knowledge in a 
material world.
	 Finally, the historical period that I study in this book marks an impor-
tant shift in the cultural perspective about ornament and change that will 
develop more profoundly in later periods. In high- and late-medieval English 
culture, what seems trivial—fashion and its objects—becomes an occasion 
for re-envisioning and reinvention. The cult of novelty embraced by late-
medieval galaunt poems is the most dramatic illustration of this impulse, but 
even where I use examples of writers who explicitly resist sartorial change, 
such as in Durand’s Rationale, or who depict infelicitous changes, such as in 
Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale, clothing still effectively functions as a way of embrac-
ing change, in that the garments described are themselves modified to sig-
nal types of permanence. This paradoxical gesture, which moralizes changing 
fashions on the one hand and delights in using clothing to effectuate change 
on the other, can help to shed light on other historical moments in which we 
see the most resistance to material change. Turning our attention to the ways 
in which reform is being materially signaled in these early texts, for example, 
allows us to see a connection between the changing fashions in the late-
medieval period and the reforms of the early modern period, in which the 
condemnation of ornament features so prominently. The Reformation and 
pre-Reformation “stripping of the altars”—which, as late as the nineteenth 
century, was blamed for England’s subsequent dearth of ornamental style—
makes explicit the connection between politics, aesthetics, and literary style 
that can be found implicitly in high- and late-medieval England.4 Looking 
forward to the large-scale changes in material practices brought about by the 
Reformation provides further evidence that clothing was understood not sim-
ply in terms of superficial garb and interpretation but rather as a serious liter-
ary and worldly object, whose criticality becomes even more evident when it 
becomes targeted as the medium of material corruption.
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riod, see Late Antiquity: A Guide to the Postclassical World, by Glen Waren Bowersock, 
Peter Brown, and Oleg Grabar (Cambridge, MA: Belknap Press, 1999), 381–82. See 
also Larissa Bonfante, “Introduction,” in Judith Lynn Sebesta and Larissa Bonfante, The 
World of Roman Costume (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2001), 3–12; on the 
late-antique magnification of the importance of clothing, see 6.
	 32.	 For a recent article on the importance of the toga to Roman identity, see Shelley 
Stone, “The Toga: From National to Ceremonial Costume,” in Sebesta and Bonfante, 
13–45.
	 33.	 My discussion here relies on Bourdieu’s section “The Dialectic of Objectification 
and Embodiment,” in Outline of a Theory of Practice (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 87–95.
	 34.	 Bourdieu, “Dialectic,” 91. Bourdieu explicitly sees this process as cyclical: “The 
mind is a metaphor of the world of objects which is itself but an endless circle of mutu-
ally reflecting metaphors” (91).
	 35.	 Bourdieu, “Dialectic,” 94, 86. Italics are Bourdieu’s.
	 36.	 “The principles embodied in this way are placed beyond the grasp of conscious-
ness, and hence cannot be touched by voluntary, deliberate transformation, cannot even 
be made explicit” (Bourdieu, “Dialectic,” 94). 
	 37.	 Daniel Miller, Material Culture and Mass Consumption (Oxford: Blackwell, 
1987), 85–108; quotation 5; Bill Brown, ed., Things (Chicago: University of Chicago 
Press, 2004), 122; McCracken, esp. 130–37.
	 38.	 McCracken, 132.
	 39.	 Bourdieu, “Dialectic,” 87. Bourdieu also seems to conjure the trope of Fortune 
when he describes a person’s class status as “his rising or falling trajectory” (87).
	 40.	 Bruce Holsinger has recently brought to light Bourdieu’s reliance on the medi-
eval scholarship of Panofsky in his early formulations of habitus. It seems important to 
point out the role Boethius’s texts had in this chain of borrowing. Aquinas’s understand-
ing of the term, which Panofsky later studies, relied in turn on Boethius’s translations 
and commentaries of Aristotle, the very cornerstone of that medieval scholasticism re-
cycled by later theorists. Bruce Holsinger, The Premodern Condition: Medievalism and 
the Making of Theory (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2005), 94–151; esp. 107ff. 
For a useful general discussion of Boethius’s influence on medieval thinkers, see Maren-
bon, 164–82. For Aquinas’s specific use of Boethius, see Ralph McInerny, Boethius and 
Aquinas (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1990). On the histori-
cal notion of the habitus, see Bourdieu, “The Genesis of the Concepts of Habitus and 
Field,” trans. C. Newman, Sociocriticism 2 (December 1985): 11–24; and Charles Cam-
ic, “The Matter of Habit,” American Journal of Sociology 91 (March 1986): 1039–87. 
	 41.	 On the importance of “things” as an emerging concept in Aristotle’s text, see 
Wolfgang-Rainer Mann, The Discovery of Things: Aristotle’s Categories and Their Context 
(Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2000). As part of his larger philosophical 
project, Boethius translated both Aristotle’s Categories and Porphyry’s commentary on 
that text, the Isagoge, as well as writing one (maybe two) commentaries on the Catego-
ries and two commentaries on the Isagoge. On the importance of these texts, see Chad-
wick, Boethius, 131–50; Marenbon, 19–32, 165–68; and Monika Asztalos, “Boethius 
as a Transmitter of Greek Logic to the Latin West: The Categories,” Harvard Studies in 
Classical Philology 95 (1993): 367–407.
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	 42.	 PL 64:293A. All quotations of Boethius’s Latin translation are from PL 64:293A–
94C. For the sake of clarity I will refer to the category as “habitus.”
	 43.	 I.pr.4.4; 10. I have altered Green’s translation slightly here to emphasize the dual 
meaning of the term in question.
	 44.	 II.pr.1.2; 21. More literally, affectu desiderioque might be understood as describ-
ing the damage or alteration within Boethius’s self and the subsequent longing for what 
is lost.
	 45.	 “In quibus quoniam quaedam nostri habitus uestigia uidebantur, meos esse 
familiares imprudentia rata nonnullos eorum profanae multitudinis errore peruertit” 
(I.pr.3.8) [Then, when traces of my garments were seen on some of them, they were 
rashly thought to be my friends, and they were therefore condemned by the error of the 
profane mob (8)].
	 46.	 V.pr.4.25; 110.
	 47.	 I.pr.1.3–5; Watts, 35–36.
	 48.	 The tension between Philosophy’s sartorial symbols of wisdom and their material 
corruption also testifies to her vital role as a purveyor of a more abstract lost knowledge 
and memory. Rather than embody the whole of Platonic wisdom, Philosophy embodies 
the Platonic philosophy that Boethius and others have abandoned in the face of more 
immediate worldly concerns. This point is underscored by the widespread theme of 
loss and emptiness throughout Philosophy’s teachings in the Consolatio; as Lerer puts 
it, images of loss, “be they of purpose, direction, or meaning, permeate the book, from 
Philosophy’s opening arguments on happiness, to the final poem on Orpheus’s loss of 
Eurydice” (Boethius and Dialogue, 126).
	 49.	 Walsh suggests that the trope of philosophy as a seamless robe torn by clash-
ing sects can be found as early as Justin Martyr’s Dialogue with Trypho (second cen-
tury) (116n3). I have been unable to find this exact reference, although Martyr does 
discuss the diversification of Philosophy by various sects in chapter 2 of that text, and, 
as I mention in my introduction, he discusses the philosopher’s pallium in chapter 1. 
See J. C. M. Van Winden, An Early Christian Philosopher: Justin Martyr’s ‘Dialogue with 
Trypho’ Chapters One to Nine, Introduction, Text and Commentary (Leiden, Netherlands: 
E.  J. Brill, 1971), esp. commentary on 22–23, 27; and Thomas B. Falls, Saint Justin 
Martyr (Washington, DC: Catholic University of America Press, 1948), esp. 147n2. 
For a more extended discussion of the possible sources of Philosophy’s description, see 
Joachim Gruber, “Die Erscheinung der Philosophie in der Consolatio Philosophiae des 
Boethius,” Rheinisches Museum für Philologie 112 (1969): 166–86, his textual commen-
tary on Philosophy in his Kommentar; and Courcelle, 17–28. Related to the allegory 
of Philosophy’s torn garment is the image of the entire world as text and object of in-
evitably flawed hermeneutics, for which, see Ernst Robert Curtius, European Literature 
and the Latin Middle Ages, trans. Willard R. Trask (New York: Harper & Row, 1953), 
319–26. Lerer’s valuable discussion of the particular linguistic and textualized aspects of 
Philosophy’s dress also relates in interesting ways to its material functionality (Boethius 
and Dialogue, 96–110, esp. 98–99).
	 50.	 Bill Brown, 4. 
	 51.	 I.pr.2.6; Watts, 38.
	 52.	 James J. Paxson, for example, describes the personification as a “phenomenologi-
cal foil to the narratorial human consciousness.” Paxson, The Poetics of Personification 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1994), 13. In a related matter, Paxson makes a 
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tentative connection between the use of personifications and the notion of Nominalism 
in his discussion of Anima in Piers Plowman (137–38). See also Angus Fletcher, Allegory: 
Theory of a Symbolic Mode (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 1964), 26–35; and, in 
a different tradition, the role of allegorical tropes in theoretical discussions about the 
phenomenology of signification by Walter Benjamin and Paul de Man. See Benjamin, 
The Origin of German Tragic Drama, trans. John Osborne (London: New Left Books, 
1977), 233; de Man, Aesthetic Ideology, ed. Andrzej Warminski (Minneapolis: University 
of Minnesota Press, 1996), 142. A good synopsis of these ideas can be found in Tom 
Cohen, J. Hillis Miller, and Barbara Cohen, “A ‘Materiality without Matter’?” in Ma-
terial Events: Paul de Man and the Afterlife of Theory, ed. Tom Cohen, Barbara Cohen, 
J. Hillis Miller, and Andrzej Warminski (Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
2001), vi–xxv. I have also discussed elsewhere Philosophy’s connection to the inextrica-
bly intertwined and gendered notions of mind and matter, of philosophical and sexual 
“secrets,” in late-antique and medieval representations of female personifications. See 
my article “How Philosophy Matters: Sex, Death, Clothes, & Boethius,” in Medieval 
Fabrications: Dress, Textiles, Clothwork, and Other Cultural Imaginings, ed. E. Jane Burns 
(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2004), 273–94.
	 53.	 I.ii.20; Stahl, 87. Opera quae supersunt, ed. Ludwig von Jan (Quedlinburg: Gott-
freid Bass, 1852), 23.
	 54.	 Joel Fineman, “The Structure of Allegorical Desire,” in Allegory and Representa-
tion, ed. Stephen J. Greenblatt (Baltimore, MD: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1981), 
26–60, at 45. 
	 55.	 Daniel Tiffany, Toy Medium: Materialism and the Modern Lyric (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 2000), 63–94, esp. 73, 81, 92. Tiffany relies on other the-
orists here: Baudelaire, Benjamin, Bellmer. In Lacanian terms, the automaton is the 
“screen object” whose materiality simultaneously deflects and reveals the traumatic loss 
at the heart of the subject (82).
	 56.	 See Chadwick, “Theta on Philosophy’s Dress in Boethius,” Medium Aevum 49, 
no. 2 (1980): 175–79; and Chadwick, Boethius, 225.
	 57.	 Harriet I. Flower, Ancestor Masks and Aristocratic Power in Roman Culture (Ox-
ford: Clarendon Press, 1996), esp. 32–59. See also O’Donnell’s notes to Consolatio 
1.p.1.
	 58.	 In this sense she works as the specular device-as-screen object that Tiffany dis-
cusses (82).
	 59.	 Boethius delves into the image of the dramatic masks when elucidating the sub-
stance and definition of “person” as a category in his theological tractates. Boethius, 
“Contra Eutychen et Nestorium” [A Treatise Against Eutyches and Nestorius], in The 
Theological Tractates. The Consolation of Philosophy, Loeb Classical Library, trans. H. F. 
Stewart, E. K. Rand, and S. J. Tester (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1973), 
85–87.
	 60.	 On the embroidered purple garments of Roman magistrates and emperors, see 
R. Turner Wilcox, The Mode in Costume (New York: Scribner’s, 1958), 19; and Sebesta 
and Bonfante, 13, 39, 46, 70–91. The ornamented garment also conflicts with the as-
ceticism that Plato espoused for all guardians of the state in his Republic, in which he 
states that it would be unlawful for such guardians to own any possessions or to touch, 
drink from, or ornament themselves in gold or silver (Republic III.417a; Cooper, 1052). 
On Socrates’ single garment, see Plato’s Symposium, 220b; Cooper, 501.
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	 61.	 Xenophon: Memorabilia, trans. E. C. Marchant and O. J. Todd, Loeb Classical 
Library (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1923), I.VI.3. Jacques Soulillou 
has recently discussed the link between ornament and freedom, stating that throughout 
human history ornament has manifested the fundamental opposition “between a free 
man (eleùtheros) and he who is not.” Soulillou, “Ornament and Order,” trans. Mark 
Heffernan, in Crime and Ornament: The Arts and Popular Culture in the Shadow of Adolf 
Loos, ed. Bernie Miller and Melony Ward (Toronto, ON: YYZ Books, 2002), 87–100, 
at 93. 
	 62.	 Plato, Phaedo, 114E; Cooper, 97.
	 63.	 The entire passage uses the metaphor of enslavement to describe Boethius’s pro-
cess of attachment prior to his fall: “Humanas uero animas liberiores quidem esse ne-
cesse est cum se in mentis diuinae speculatione conseruant, minus uero cum dilabuntur 
ad corpora, minusque etiam cum terrenis artubus colligantur. Extrema uero est seruitus 
cum uitiis deditae rationis propriae possessione ceciderunt. Nam ubi oculos a sum-
mae luce ueritatis ad inferiora et tenebrosa deiecerint, mox inscitiae nube caligant, per-
niciosis turbantur affectibus, quibus accedendo consentiendoque quam inuexere sibi 
adiuuant seruitutem et sunt quodam modo propria libertate captiuae” (V.pr.2.8–10). 
[Human souls, however, are more free while they are engaged in contemplation of the 
divine mind, and less free when they are joined to bodies, and still less free when they 
are bound by earthly fetters. They are in utter slavery when they lose possession of their 
reason and give themselves wholly to vice. For when they turn away their eyes from the 
light of supreme truth to mean and dark things, they are blinded by a cloud of igno-
rance and obsessed by vicious passions. By yielding and consenting to these passions, 
they worsen the slavery to which they have brought themselves and are, as it were, the 
captives of their own freedom (104).] The process of enslavement is also described in 
depth in V.pr.1.
	 64.	 II.pr.6.6–7; 35.
	 65.	 II.pr.5.24–26; 32.
	 66.	 II.pr.5.13–14; 30. I have altered Green’s translation to adhere to the interroga-
tory format of the original.
	 67.	 Colish, 3–14; Bloch, 37–64.
	 68.	 Colish, 3–14.
	 69.	 II.pr.5.17; Watts, 66. As I discuss in chapter 2, pp. 58–59, Boethius’s phrasing 
in this passage appears to be one of the sources for the pervasive discourse of varietas 
vestium in late-medieval English culture.
	 70.	 While Plato argued against the notion of private property in favor of communal 
ownership, for example, Aristotle argued for private property in part on the grounds that 
human nature thrives on the equalization of desire, rather than of wealth. Cicero and 
Seneca also engaged the ethics of private property in relation to equality, justice, and 
communal ownership; both described private property in Stoic terms as countering the 
common law of nature because it goes beyond mere necessity. On Augustine in particu-
lar, see Richard Schlatter, Private Property: The History of an Idea (New Brunswick, NJ: 
Rutgers University Press, 1951), 37–38. See also James O. Grunebaum, Private Owner-
ship (New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1987), esp. 25–46; and Schlatter, esp. 21–26.
	 71.	 Justinian Institutes I.2.11. The Institutes of Justinian, ed. and trans. Thomas Coo-
per (Philadelphia: P. Byrne, 1812). See also Schlatter’s discussion, 21–32.
	 72.	 On the early Christian appropriation of these ideas, see Schlatter 26, 33–46.
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	 73.	 Tertullian, De Cultu Foeminarum, PL 1:1332B. “On the Apparel of Women,” in 
The Anti-Nicene Fathers, 25. On Tertullian’s particular interest in clothing and fashion, 
see Bloch, 43, and Sebesta and Bonfante, 6. While the majority of Tertullian’s text dis-
cusses female attire, he does specifically address men’s attire in this text in chapter VIII.
	 74.	 PL 1:1312B; “On the Apparel of Women,” 17.
	 75.	 In this text Tertullian links all ornament to the fallen angels who, according to 
the (apocryphal) Book of Enoch, taught mortals the arts of metallurgy, among other 
“curious” arts. People who ornament themselves are refuting God’s artifice:

Displicet nimirum illis plastica Dei, in ipsis redarguunt reprehendunt 
artificem omnium. Reprehendunt enim, cum emendant, cum adjiciunt, 
utique ab adversario artifice sumentes additamenta ista, id est, diabolo. 
Nam quis corpus mutare monstraret, nisi qui hominis spiritum militia 
transfiguravit? (PL 1:1321A–B)

[To them, I suppose, the plastic skill of God is displeasing! In their own 
persons, I suppose, they convict, they censure, the Artificer of all things. 
For censure they do when they amend, when they add to (His work); 
taking these their additions, of course, from the adversary artificer. That 
adversary artificer is the devil. For who would show the way to change 
the body, but he who by wickedness transfigured man’s spirit? (20–21)]

	 76.	 Philosophy most directly explains the relationship between the ever-changing 
world and divine stasis in V.pr.6.
	 77.	 Fletcher, 108–13; esp. 110.
	 78.	 Fletcher, 113. Fletcher also points out that the word kosmos (ornament) was 
sometimes used for the word magistrate, to indicate the lawmaker who lays down the 
system of universal order (112).
	 79.	 II.pr.4; 29. Philosophy makes it clear elsewhere that what is truly “one’s own” 
encompasses that which cannot be lost or taken from a person by force; that which can-
not be changed by material circumstances (III.pr.3–m.3).
	 80.	 II.pr.8.4; 40. Philosophy returns to this subject near the end of the Consolatio, 
arguing that all fortune is beneficial because the wise man’s struggle with both good and 
bad fortune strengthens and substantiates his wisdom (IV.pr.7). On how this idea gets 
picked up by Aquinas, see John R. Bowlin, Contingency and Fortune in Aquinas’s Ethics 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999), 167–212.
	 81.	 This trope of the restrictive garment may be related to an earlier sartorial practice 
outlined in traditional rules of self-control for the Greek orator, in which the arms of 
the speaker were literally bound up in his mantle so that he could not gesticulate. Paul 
Zanker, The Mask of Socrates: The Image of the Intellectual in Antiquity (Berkeley: Uni-
versity of California Press, 1996), 44–50.
	 82.	 Lerer makes this argument in his final chapter of Boethius and Dialogue, “A New 
Beginning,” 203–36; esp. 231–36.
	 83.	 Lerer describes Boethius’s shift to prose as emphasizing “the non-dialectical and 
purely philosophical structure of his concluding argument” (Boethius and Dialogue, 
231).
	 84.	 III.m.12.34–39; 74.
	 85.	 Boethius, De Institutione Musica, ed. Godofredus Friedlein (Frankfurt: Minerva, 



196 Notes to Chapter Two

1966), I.64; trans. Calvin M. Bower, ed. Claude V. Palisca, as Fundamentals of Music 
(New Haven, CT: Yale University Press, 1989).
	 86.	 III.m.12.49–58; Watts, 114–15. For this meter I prefer Watt’s verse translation 
to Green’s prose.
	 87.	 See, for example, III.m.2.
	 88.	 For example, Marenbon’s and Relihan’s joint understanding of the contradictory, 
inadequate elements of Philosophy’s final arguments differs significantly from Lerer’s un-
derstanding of the conclusion as a methodologically and structurally sound turn toward 
God. See for example Marenbon, 145; Relihan, 17; Lerer, Boethius and Dialogue, 236.

Chapter Two

	 1.	 I.pr.4.18–19; Benson, gen. ed., Riverside Chaucer, 401.
	 2.	 For an astute summary of some of these aspects, see Tony Hunt, “The Christian-
ization of Fortune,” Nottingham French Studies 38 (Autumn 1999): 95–113; 101–2. For 
a broader outlook on the medieval translation and reception of Boethius, see Courcelle, 
29–66; The Medieval Boethius: Studies in the Vernacular Translations of “De Consolatione 
Philosophiae,” ed. A. J. Minnis (Woodbridge: Boydell & Brewer, 1987); Boethius in the 
Middle Ages: Latin and Vernacular Traditions of the “Consolatio Philosophiae,” ed. Maarten 
J. F. M. Hoenen and Lodi Nauta (New York: Brill, 1997); and Kaylor and Phillips, 53–
169. More specialized studies include Dwyer, Boethian Fictions; Tim William Machan, 
Techniques of Translation: Chaucer’s Boece (Norman, OK: Pilgrim Books, 1985); and the 
extensive work by Minnis, including “Aspects of the Medieval French and English Tradi-
tions of the De Consolatione Philosophiae,” in Boethius: His Life, Thought and Influence, 
ed. Margaret Gibson (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1981), 312–61, esp. 312–15; “Updated 
Approaches to the Classics: William of Aragon, Nicholas Trevet, Giovanni del Virgilio, 
and Pierre Bersuire,” in Minnis and Scott, Medieval Literary, 314–72; and “‘Glosynge 
is a glorious thyng’: Chaucer at Work on the Boece,” in Medieval Boethius, ed. Minnis, 
106–24.
	 3.	 The exception seems to be Dante and his contemporaries: as Patch mentions 
briefly (19), and as Tony Hunt discusses more thoroughly (“The Christianization of For-
tune,” 104–13), a significant change occurred in the early fourteenth century in Dante’s 
Commedia and in the French Roman de Fauvel, two texts that simultaneously take into 
account Boethius’s entire representation of Fortune as both controller of worldly goods 
and part of divine providence—that is, they bring together both Book II and Books 
IV–V of the Consolatio, rather than just the former. Hunt does not follow this argument 
later into the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries. An exception in this period is Chaucer’s 
short Boethian poem “Fortune,” which I discuss in chapter 2, and which in its final 
stanza seems to take up the Dantean version of Fortune by stating that blind and lewd 
people merely “call” Fortune what is in fact God’s majesty (65–68).
	 4.	 Beryl Smalley, English Friars and Antiquity in the Early Fourteenth Century (Ox-
ford: Basil Blackwell, 1960), quotation 1. Judson Boyce Allen also makes the crucial 
point that their roles as teachers of preachers underscores these commentators’ powerful 
influence over the learning that “shaped the popular mind” of the fourteenth century 
(6), and that a general “broadening of taste” (46) transformed the narrative content of 
preaching exempla by which the auctores entered the mainstream of religious and popu-
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lar discourse. See The Friar as Critic: Literary Attitudes in the Later Middle Ages (Nash-
ville, TN: Vanderbilt University Press, 1971), 43–46. Dwyer likewise discusses vernacu-
lar culture’s claiming of Boethius for itself through its transforming of the text into a 
“palliative of fables” (8).
	 5.	 As Derek Pearsall puts it, “The paradox of Boethius’s influence upon the Middle 
Ages . . . is that the illusions of Fortune’s power that Philosophy so authoritatively dis-
pels proved more potent and resilient as images than the rational arguments demonstrat-
ing their non-existence.” The Canterbury Tales (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1985), 
281.
	 6.	 I discuss most of these meanings in detail in my previous chapter.
	 7.	 See especially the studies on Fortune by Patch, Scanlon, Fradenburg, and Nolan 
cited in my previous chapter. Nolan describes the fashionability of Fortune as a topic, 
stating (in summary of a sentence from Gower’s Vox Clamantis) that “there seems to 
have been a fashion for Fortune in the later fourteenth century” (“The Fortunes of Piers 
Plowman and Its Readers,” 2). This sense of narrative novelty accompanying literary 
discourses about Fortune in this period might in fact have been further highlighted by 
the trope of novelty that Fortune’s fashionable figure performs.
	 8.	 Pseudo-Boèce, De disciplina scolarium, ed. Olga Weijers (Leiden: E.  J. Brill, 
1976); Edda Ducci, Un saggio de pedagogia medievale: Il “De disciplina scholarium” 
dello Pseudo-Boezio (Torino: Società Editrice Internazionale, 1967). An outline of the 
text is given by Eva Matthews Sanford, “De Disciplina Scholarium: A Mediaeval Hand-
book on the Care and Training of Scholars,” The Classical Journal 28 (November 1932): 
82–95.
	 9.	 On the popularity of the text, which exists in 136 manuscripts and thirty-two 
commentaries, see Weijers, 30; and Arpad Steiner, “The Authorship of De disciplina 
scholarium,” Speculum 12 (January 1937): 81–84, esp. 81.
	 10.	 H. F. Sebastian, “William Wheteley’s Commentary on the Pseudo-Boethius Trac-
tate De disciplina scholarium and Medieval Grammar School Education” (unpublished 
PhD dissertation, Columbia University, 1970); A. B. Emden, A Biographical Register of 
the University of Oxford to a.d. 1500, 3 vols. (Oxford: Clarendon Press, I957), 3:2030–
31. On the strong possibility that the author of the De disciplina was an Englishman, 
see Steiner, 82–84.
	 11.	 II.m.5.1–3; translation based on Watts, 68, with a slight adjustment to line 3 for 
continuity.
	 12.	 I quote Trevet’s commentary from an unpublished edition that I have consulted 
on microfilm by E. T. Silk, Nicholas Trevet on Boethius. Exposicio Fratris Nicolai Trevethi 
Anglici Ordinis Predicatorum super Boecio De Consolacione, 253. Portions of Trevet’s text, 
including the entirety of his commentary on II.m.5, have been translated by Minnis and 
Scott in Medieval Literary Theory and Criticism c.1100–1375: The Commentary Tradi-
tion, revised edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1992), 336–37. My translation here very 
closely follows that of Minnis and Scott, p. 337. On the popularity of Trevet’s text see 
Lodi Nauta, “The Scholastic Context of Trevet’s Commentary,” in Hoenen and Nauta, 
41.
	 13.	 OED, s.v. “luxury.” Bloomfield, The Seven Deadly Sins: An Introduction to the His-
tory of a Religious Concept (East Lansing: Michigan State University Press, 1967), 59, 65, 
69. Bloomfield describes a more specific link between Boethius and the seven deadly sins 
in the tenth-century Provençal “Boethius Poem,” which he cites as one of the earliest 
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references to the seven sins in vernacular literature (Bloomfield, 120). Trevet’s mention 
of both sloth and cupidity as well as luxuria in his own commentary on II.m.5 suggests 
an associative connection between the two in later literature as well.
	 14.	 On this twofold connotation of luxury, see Rosemond Tuve, Allegorical Imagery: 
Some Medieval Books and Their Posterity (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1966), 
207–11.
	 15.	 Jean de Meun uses the phrase “Il ne se destruient pas par outrage” to translate 
the Latin original (Nec inerti perdita luxu) in his translation of Boethius’s text. Likewise, 
in his section in the Roman de la Rose Jean incorporates a summary of II.m.5 into the 
larger discussion of Ami (Friend) about greedy wives who desire full purses and the most 
fashionable garments (Roman de la Rose, 8355–545). Chaucer uses the same Middle 
English word, “outrage,” in his treatment of II.m.5 in the Boece, which relied heavily on 
both Jean’s translation and Trevet’s commentary: “They ne destroyeden ne desseyvede 
nat hemself with outrage” (II.m.5.3–4; Benson, gen. ed., Riverside Chaucer, 415). Sub-
sequently, in his short poem “Former Age,” which is based on II.m.5, he translates the 
phrase as “They ne were nat forpampred [overindulged] with outrage” (5). For a help-
ful table that compares the Latin, French, and English versions of Boethius’s II.m.5, see 
Kate O. Petersen, “Chaucer and Trivet,” PMLA 18.2 (1903): 173–93; table is in the 
Appendix, 190–93.
	 16.	 De disciplina scholarium, PL 64:1233D–38D; quotation 1228B. The text also 
describes a specific form of concupiscence that “gapes in wonder” at personal ornament, 
“concupiscentia quae ornatibus inhiat” (PL 64:1228B).
	 17.	 De disciplina scholarium. PL 64:1228C.
	 18.	 II.pr.5.17; Watts, 66.
	 19.	 Galloway, “Latin England,” 59–65. I discuss in more detail Galloway’s scholar-
ship on the concept of varietas vestium in my introduction, p. 11.
	 20.	 This shift toward a more positive cultural understanding of Fortune has recently 
been discussed in two important studies. Paul Strohm opens his latest monograph by 
pointing to a new approach in fifteenth-century texts, “a revised, more hopeful view 
of the individual’s relation to Fortune” that, he suggests, marks a “pre-Machiavellian 
moment.” In Politique: Languages of Statecraft between Chaucer and Shakespeare (Notre 
Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 1. J. Allan Mitchell maps this shift in 
perspective more meticulously in his fascinating recent study of Fortune, Ethics and 
Eventfulness in Middle English Literature (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009).
	 21.	 Murray, Reason and Society, 98–101; quotation 100. By comparison, Tony Hunt’s 
study, “The Christianization of Fortune,” strives to historicize Fortune’s reception in the 
early fourteenth century.
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which satirically imagines that the same artisans sit next to God in heaven because 
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circumcision in Christian art, see B. Blumenkranz, Le Juif médiéval au miroir de l’art 
Chrétien (Paris: Études Augustiniennes, 1966), 77, 135.
	 76.	 The number of Jewish conversions to Christianity in England in the 1240s and 
1250s increased (possibly as high as 10 percent of the Jewish population) in large part 
because of the depletion of Jewish wealth and self-sufficiency through unprecedented 
amounts of royal taxation. According to Robert C. Stacey, “[b]etween 1240 and 1255 
Henry III collected more than £70,000 from English Jews, at a time when the king’s 
total annual cash revenues rarely exceeded £25,000”; these amounts swelled to even 
more enormous sums in the following years. Robert C. Stacey, “The Conversion of 
Jews to Christianity in Thirteenth-Century England,” Speculum 67, no. 2 (April 1992): 
263–83, quotation 269–70.
	 77.	 Stacey, 272.
	 78.	 Tanner, ed., Decrees of the Ecumenical Councils, 1:267. For discussion of a 1268 
bull in which Pope Clement IV complained about converts reverting to Judaism, see 
Other Middle Ages: Witnesses at the Margins of Medieval Society, ed. Michael Goodich 
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Chapter Four
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Lydia Cochrane (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1985), 213–46. Ann Rosa-
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ence” of Walter and Griselda’s marriage. Kristine Gilmartin Wallace, “Array as Motif in 
the Clerk’s Tale,” Rice University Studies 62 (1976): 99–110; quotation 99.
	 6.	 Pierre Bourdieu, Distinction: A Social Critique of the Judgment of Taste, trans. 
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University of Minnesota Press, 2000), xvi.
	 12.	 “There are only four images of color in the entire poem,” Charles Muscatine 
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Chaucer and Costume, 233.
	 22.	 I borrow this point from Benson, who suggests that Chaucer thought this type 
of descriptio was old-fashioned, which is why he used it in the Miller’s Tale. Larry D. 
Benson, “Rhetorical Descriptions of Beautiful People: Poetria Nova, Romance of the 
Rose, and Guy of Warwick,” The Harvard Chaucer Website, http://www.courses.fas.har-
vard.edu/~chaucer/.
	 23.	 Benson, gen. ed., Riverside Chaucer, “Explanatory Notes,” 879.
	 24.	 Lynn Staley makes a similar point in a different context: “how can her clothes 
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self, though always with the underlying resonance of his own creator, Chaucer. On this 
critical debate, see George Lyman Kittredge, Chaucer and His Poetry (Cambridge, MA: 



214 Notes to Chapter Four

Harvard University Press, 1915), 199–200; Michael D. Cherniss, “The Clerk’s Tale and 
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Cornetes,” in Frederick W. Fairholt, Satirical Songs and Poems on Costume (London: 
Percy Society, 1849), 29–39, line 22. Men can also be seen defending themselves with 
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Chapter Five
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Amanda Bailey, Flaunting: Style and the Subversive Male Body in Renaissance England 
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eval examples, his purpose is to read these texts with an eye toward the gallant of early 
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Âge, ed. Algirdas Julien Greimas (Paris: Larousse, 1979; repr. Larousse Bordas, 1997), 
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The Painter of Modern Life and Other Essays, trans. Jonathan Mayne (London: Phaidon, 
1995), 28–29. See also Lynette C. Black, “Baudelaire as Dandy: Artifice and the Search 
for Beauty,” Nineteenth-Century French Studies 17, no. 1 (Fall 1988): 186–95; and Mi-
chel Lemaire, Le Dandysme de Baudelaire à Mallarmé (Montreal, Quebec: University of 
Montreal Press, 1978).
	 9.	 Peter Idley’s Instructions to his Son, ed. Charlotte D’Evelyn, MLA Monograph 
6 (London: Oxford University Press, 1935), II.B.50–51. On Idley’s use of the galaunt 
figure see Matthew Giancarlo,“Dressing up a ‘galaunt’: Traditional Piety and Fashion-
able Politics in Peter Idley’s ‘translacions’ of Mannyng and Lydgate,” in After Arundel 
(Turnhout; Brepols, 2011), 429–48.
	 10.	 Marjorie Garber, Vested Interests: Cross-Dressing and Cultural Anxiety (New York: 
Routledge, 1997), 32.
	 11.	 Dictionnaire de l’ancien français, s.v. “galer.”
	 12.	 British Library Manuscripts Catalogue Online, http://www.bl.uk/catalogues/
manuscripts/ (accessed October 22, 2009). See Margaret Connolly, John Shirley: Book 
Production and the Noble Household in Fifteenth-Century England (Aldershot: Ash-
gate, 1998), Table 1; Ralph Hanna, “John Shirley and British Library, MS Additional 
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16165,” Studies in Bibliography, 49 (1996): 95–105. The instructions appear alongside 
Shirley’s decorated motto and signature declaring ownership of the book and right be-
fore his verse prologue enumerating its contents, which begin, significantly, with a copy 
of Chaucer’s Boece glossed with so many personalized annotations that one critic has 
suggested that Shirley used the Boece as “largely a book of moral precepts for his own 
life.” Tim William Machan, “Glosses in the Manuscripts of Chaucer’s Boece,” in Minnis, 
The Medieval Boethius, 125–38, at 133. On Shirley’s “predilection for elaborate inscrip-
tion,” see Connolly, especially 16, 102–7; quotation 16.
	 13.	 Connolly, 14–23, esp. 19–20.
	 14.	 Newton, esp. 1–13, 54–55, 108–9. The doublet is identified as the start of mod-
ern fashion and the precursor to the modern suit in Hollander, 14–49, esp. 42–45. The 
phrasing “doublet of defense” or “jack of defense” was also used to describe a specific 
kind of jacket made from plates of armor covered in cloth or leather. MED, s.v. “jakke,” 
n.2.1b. OED, s.v. “doublet,” 1c.
	 15.	 Newton, 55; Crane, 13–14.
	 16.	 Newton, 55; Cambridge Medieval History, vol. 7, Decline of Empire and Papacy, 
ed. J. B. Bury (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1932), 354. Froissart suggests 
an alternate etymology; see Newton, 119n29. The difference among the social states 
was usually preserved by the value of the materials, including the stuffing. Newton, 35, 
55, 62; MED, s.v. “jakke,” n.2. 1a–c; OED, s.v. “jack,” n.2.1a–b. As both the OED 
and the MED definitions make clear, the jack was also occasionally worn by women. 
For the stylistic distinction between English jack and French jacque, see Piponnier 
and Mane, 166. There is some suggestion that the later expressions “Jack-a-dandy” 
and “Jack puffe” to describe galaunt figures may have been used in late-medieval Eng-
land as well. In Chaucer’s Miller’s Tale Alisoun refers to the fashion-victim Absolon as 
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British Library, MS Harley 536, fols. 34–35v (A-Text); London, British Library, MS 
Harley 971, fols. 21v–23v (B-Text); and Dublin, Trinity College, MS 516, fols. 108–10 
(C-Text). Citations of the text are from Dean, Medieval English Political Writings, 140–
46 (B-Text). Earlier editions are found in Wright, Political Poems and Songs, 1:270–78 
(C-Text); and in The World of Piers Plowman, ed. Jeanne Krochalis and Edward Peters 
(Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1975), 87–95 (A-Text). About the poet 
nothing is known, although it has been suggested that he is also the author of a similar 
poem about the poll tax of 1380–81 and the subsequent uprising titled “Tax has tenet 
[harmed] us all” (Dean, 125). On the dating of the poem, see Richard Firth Green, “A 
Poem of 1380,” Speculum 66, no. 2 (April 1991): 330–41. My reading of this poem 
owes a significant debt to Richard Firth Green’s earlier study.
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“þe newë gyse” (3212). Robert of Brunne’s Handling Synne, ed. Frederick J. Furnivall, 
EETS o.s. 119, 123 (London: Kegan Paul, Trench, and Trübner, 1901; repr. 2002). In 
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	 66.	 The rest of the story relates how all the knight’s possessions—including “[e]very 
garment, bothe gowne and hoode” (D’Evelyn, ed., Idley’s Instructions, II.213)—are di-
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	 67.	 Mary Magdalene, line 506 (italics mine). Bevington, 705. 
	 68.	 Baudelaire, The Painter of Modern Life, 9.
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in an act” (quoted in Homo Ludens, 16). See also Brian Sutton-Smith, The Ambiguity of 
Play (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1997), esp. 52–73; and my discussion 
of Gerda Reith’s work below.
	 70.	 Huizinga, 17.
	 71.	 Huizinga, 142.
	 72.	 See Patch, The Goddess Fortuna, 81; Gerda Reith, The Age of Chance: Gambling 
in Western Culture (New York: Routledge, 1999), 1–24; Thomas M. Kavanagh, Dice, 
Cards, Wheels: A Different History of French Culture (Philadelphia: University of Penn-
sylvania Press, 2005), 16–20; 40. Kavanagh slightly mischaracterizes the medieval ico-
nography of Fortune.
	 73.	 Robbins, Historical Poems, 139, lines 33–36.
	 74.	 Although as Rhiannon Purdie argues, the dicer is usually associated with cursing 
about Christ, here the curse clearly seems to be a reference to Christ’s curse itself. See 
Purdie, “Dice-Games and the Blasphemy of Prediction,” in Medieval Futures: Attitudes 
to the Future in the Middle Ages, ed. J. A. Burrow and Ian P. Wei (Woodbridge, UK: 
Boydell, 2000), 167–84.
	 75.	 Purdie, 168.
	 76.	 Reith, 47, 77; Kavanagh, 44–45; Purdie, 170–71.
	 77.	 Kavanagh, 45–46.
	 78.	 These interactive poems, the most well-known of which are the unnamed four-
teenth- and fifteenth-century poem edited by W. L. Braekman, and the fifteenth-cen-
tury Chaunse of the Dyse, edited by Eleanor Hammond, direct the reader to throw three 
dice and then to locate his or her “fortune” in the corresponding verses. These poems 
outline and illustrate fifty-six potential throws of three dice, assigning for each throw a 
directive or prediction (as in Braekman’s edited poem) or a prognostic character analy-
sis, often based in Chaucerian literary characters (as in the Chaunse of the Dyse). See 
Eleanor Hammond, “The Chance of the Dice,” Englische Studien 59 (1925): 1–16; 
W. L. Braekman, “Fortune-Telling by the Casting of Dice: A Middle English Poem and 
Its Background,” Studia Neophilologica 52 (1980): 3–29. These poems are discussed in 
Purdie, 167–84; and in Mitchell, Ethics and Eventfulness, 47–68.
	 79.	 Kavanagh, 39.
	 80.	 Reith, 183.
	 81.	 Reith, 12.
	 82.	 The narrator of the fifteenth-century Tale of Beryn uses similar phrasing: “Beri-
nus . . . lovid wele the dise, And for to pley at hazard . . . And al othir gamys þat losery 
was in.” The Tale of Beryn: With a Prologue of the Merry Adventure of the Pardoner with 
a Tapster at Canterbury, ed. F. J. Furnivall and W. B. Stone. EETS, e.s. 105 (London: 
Kegan Paul, Trench, and Trübner, 1909), 925; italics mine.
	 83.	 Wace’s Roman de Brut: A History of the British, ed. Judith Weiss (Exeter, UK: 
University of Exeter Press, 1999), lines 10587–88; pages 266–67. The dicing scene that 
includes these lines is quite extended and references the loss of clothes at other mo-
ments as well. For example, the following description of dicing casts: “Sis, cinc, quatre, 
trei, dous e as / Unt a plusurs toleit lur dras” [Six, five, four, three, two, and ace—these 
stripped many of their clothes (lines 10577–78; pages 266–67)].
	 84.	 Furnivall and Stone, eds., The Tale of Beryn, 928. As Jenny Adams discusses, 
Beryn’s dicing-related nakedness is a recurring theme in this tale, one which marks 
through the metaphor of exposure Beryn’s gullibility in matters of commerce and his 
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mistaken belief in personal profit at the expense of others—his “misplaced faith in 
games” rather than in fair exchange. Power Play: The Literature and Politics of Chess in 
the Late Middle Ages (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 2006), 114–17; 
quotation 117.
	 85.	 Si Quis Deciorum, lines 97–98, in Whicher, 268–69. For other examples, see In 
taberna quando sumus, lines 9–16 (Whicher, 226–27); Cum in Orbem Universum, lines 
89–96, 97–104 (Whicher, 276–77).
	 86.	 Si Quis Deciorum, lines 47; Whicher, 266–67.
	 87.	 Lines 22–24; Whicher, 262–63. Translation modified for sense.
	 88.	 Lydgate uses the dicing metaphor again a few lines later: “In this mater lat ws 
not tarye; / Alle stont on chaunge, who list to see, / Every thynge here dothe chaunge 
and varye, / Nowe feythe, nowe mutabylyte; / Nowe vpon tweyne, nowe vpon thre” 
(The Minor Poems, 2:809–13, lines 121–25).
	 89.	 This is part of Relihan’s argument in The Prisoner’s Philosophy.

Conclusion

	 1.	 “Thing Theory,” Brown, Things, 7.
	 2.	 Miller, “Materiality: An Introduction,” in Miller, Materiality, 41, 31.
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Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, 1400–1580 (New Haven, CT: 
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that ever since the Reformation, “England has not had anything like a style of her own.” 
Lectures on the Results of the Exhibition, no. 11 (London: Royal Society of Arts, 1852), 
401. Quoted and discussed in James Trilling, Ornament: A Modern Perspective (Seattle: 
University of Washington Press, 2003), 152.
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