
[image: cover]


Madeline Rüegg
The Patient Griselda Myth




[image: ]




D 188
This book is published in cooperation with the project DramaNet, funded by the European
Research Council

[image: ]

ISBN 978-3-11-062870-8
e-ISBN (PDF) 978-3-11-062871-5
e-ISBN (EPUB) 978-3-11-062882-1

[image: ]

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International License. For details go to http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/.

Library of Congress Control Number: 2019933417

Bibliographic information published by the Deutsche Nationalbibliothek
The Deutsche Nationalbibliothek lists this publication in the Deutsche Nationalbibliografie; detailed bibliographic data are available on the Internet at http://dnb.dnb.de.

© 2019 Madeline Rüegg, published by Walter de Gruyter GmbH, Berlin/Boston. This book is published with open access at www.degruyter.com.

Cover image: photodeedooo/iStock/Thinkstock

www.degruyter.com



Acknowledgments

Griselda and her myth have constantly bewildered me ever since I first came across her story as an undergrad student attending Dr Katrin Rupp’s seminar on medieval tales of love at Neuchâtel University. My thoughts on the matter later grew thanks to Prof. Lukas Erne and Prof. Elisabeth Dutton, who have both helped me deepen my knowledge of the different English versions.

The present comparative study, however, would not have been possible without the deeply appreciated help and support of my supervisor, Prof. Joachim Küpper, who believed that my investigation into the Patient Griselda myth in European literature should be part of his own research group: “DramaNet”. I am grateful for his time, patient guidance, and useful critique of my work.

I would also like to extend my thanks to the European Research Council, which has funded the studies undertaken by the various DramaNet members, including my own.

I wish to thank all the DramaNet members for their feedback throughout the elaboration of the present monograph: Dr Pauline Beaucé, Dr Toni Bernhart, Prof. Stephanie Bung, Dr Gautam Chakrabarti, Dr Jaša Drnovšek, Dr Gaia Gubbini, Dr Katja Gvozdeva, Dr Sven Thorsten Kilian, Dr Sabine Kalff, Dr Tatiana Korneeva, Dr Kiril Ospovat, Dr DS Mayfield, Jan Mosch, and Dr Leonie Pawlita, as well as our three administrative assistants, Bastienne Schulz, Konstanze Ameer, and Agnes Kloocke.

My work has also been enriched by the remarks and advice of several professors at Freie Universität, for which I am very grateful: Prof. Susanne Zepp, Prof. Claudia Olk, Prof. Wolfgang Neuber, Prof. Sabine Schülting, and Prof. Claudia Jarzebowski.

I also wish to acknowledge the help provided by Dr Ruth Mullett during the later stages of my investigation.

Finally, I wish to thank my parents for their support throughout my research.



Contents

Acknowledgments

Introduction

Part I: Griselda—From ambiguous fictive character to the embodiment of various ideals

1.1 Griselda in Boccaccio

1.2 Griselda in Petrarch

1.3 Griselda: A true historical figure?

1.4 Griselda: The ideal Christian

1.5 Griselda: The ideal wife

Part II: The socio-political implications of social exogamy

Part III: The state-as-household metaphor and tyranny in the patient Griselda myth, between political criticism and literary convention as propaganda

Conclusion

Work Cited

Index




Introduction

The story of Griselda elicits strong reactions in its audience. It tells of a young marquis who does not wish to get married, preferring instead to spend his time hunting until his subjects pressure him to find a wife. He agrees but insists on choosing his bride himself. As he hunts, he discovers a poor yet beautiful and extremely virtuous shepherdess and decides to marry her. After she gives birth to their first child, a daughter, he starts doubting her virtue and resolves to test her by taking away her baby, pretending that he is going to have their daughter killed. She complies with his wish. Some years later, she gives birth to a son, and the marquis repeats what he did with their daughter. Still not satisfied with his wife, despite her complete submission, the marquis claims he wants to remarry and thus repudiates her, so she goes back to her father. As the new bride and her train are about to arrive, the marquis sends for his previous wife and asks her to prepare the second wedding. Griselda gets everything ready, and when her former husband asks her what she thinks of the bride, she says that the young lady will be perfect for him. She adds, however, that he should not put his new bride through the same torment, because a noble-born woman would not stand it. The marquis then reveals that this young lady and the young man accompanying her are actually the children he supposedly killed. He says that he has only one wife, and he does not want anyone else as his spouse. The family is thus reunited.

This story made its first known appearance as Boccaccio’s last novella in his Decameron (c. 1348–1353). This particular story, more than all the other 99 stories in the Decameron, attracted the attention of Boccaccio’s master and friend, Petrarch. Petrarch translated it into Latin—making some alterations, as was customary for translators at the time—in order to present Griselda, or rather Griseldis, as an allegorical embodiment of the perfect Christian. Petrarch included his translation as part of a series of letters addressed to Boccaccio in 1373. Although these were originally private, they were soon copied and circulated throughout Europe. Petrarch’s fame and popularity in Europe encouraged a great interest in his Latin translation of the Griselda story, which was not only copied but also more importantly translated to, and adapted for, European vernacular languages.

From the period ranging from the late fourteenth century (i.e. the period after Petrarch’s 1373 version) until 1700, over 120 adaptations have been found in Catalan, Czech, Danish, Dutch, English, French, German, Hungarian, Islandic, Italian, Latin, Polish, Portuguese, Spanish, and Swedish.1 This excludes re-editions of the same versions over the centuries, as was the case for the French, English, and German chapbook versions, and simple occurrences of Griselda’s name that evoked her whole story, such as in Lydgate’s Temple of Glas in the first quarter of the fifteenth century.

My primary focus is to understand why and how the Griselda story attracted such widespread attention throughout Europe, as well as learn about how it engaged with early modern culture. Therefore, the present study considers various versions of this story from its first known occurrence in Boccaccio’s Decameron up to the early modern period. Although new adaptations continue to be made in the twenty-first century, including works about Griselda from after 1700 would be beyond the scope of this research. Drama is one of the most influential forms of literary media in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but it is also the genre in which the story undergoes the most significant changes with regard to its engagement with early modern socio-political discourses, so plays adapting the Griselda story receive greater attention than other literary genres. I concentrate my analysis on works in English, French, German, Italian, and Spanish (and to a much lesser extent Dutch),2 because these were the vernaculars in which the story was most translated and adapted for between 1400 and 1700. They were also the languages of the dominant European monarchies of the early modern period.

Before I explain why I consider the Griselda story a myth and the methodology I use to examine the various realisations of this myth, let me first briefly trace the different shapes and paths Decameron X, 10 took from the fourteenth to the seventeenth century. This helps to define the parameters of its circulation within the European cultural network and establish the importance of the story in the late medieval and early modern period. While Petrarch is clearly the dominant source text for the first European vernacular translations that appeared in Catalan, English, French, and German, Boccaccio’s novella remained a direct source, mainly for Italian writers and for some European translators of his Decameron,3 at least until the seventeenth century, despite the fact that the latter work was put on Pope Paul IV’s Index Librorum Prohibitorum in 1559. Toward the end of the fifteenth century, another Latin version started to circulate in Europe: a short rewriting of the story by the Italian Jacopo Foresti, which appeared in his 1485 edition of the Supplementum Chronicarum and in his 1497 De Plurimis Claris selectisque mulieribus (with minor alterations).4 While the Supplementum was translated into Italian in 1491 and Spanish in 1510,5 the De plurimis was reprinted in Paris in 1521.6 Both texts were later used as sources in Spain and France, respectively, to produce new versions of the Griselda story.

The further away (geographically) from Italy adaptations are written, the more their source-text(s) are mixed. Sixteenth- or seventeenth-century versions appearing in England, Spain, the Netherlands, Denmark, Iceland, and Sweden do not use Petrarch as their source but rather one or several vernacular translations from one of territories between Italy and the country in question. Among the English versions—aside from Chaucer’s Clerk’s Tale,7 which combines Petrarch and Philippe de Mézières’s as its sources, and Brian Ansley’s translation of Christine de Pisan Livre de la cité des Dames, which contains a short rewriting of the Griselda story—there is an anonymous chapbook that was most likely composed in the 1580s but whose first known printed edition dates back to 1619. According to its title page, the text of this chapbook is a translation from a French text. However, it is difficult to determine which version, even though it was most likely a chapbook as well.8 In Spain, another version entitled La historia de Griseldis Marquesa de Salucesa appears in another chapbook, most likely written at the end of the fourteenth century, though the first known printed edition dates back to 1554. The text not only appears to be a translation from a fifteenth-century French incunable deriving from a translation of Petrarch, but it was also the version used in the first anonymous Spanish translation of Boccaccio’s Decameron rather than Boccaccio’s own novella.9 In the Netherlands, the various fifteenth-century writers who adapted the story in prose versions seem to have not known Petrarch’s or Boccaccio’s texts, instead relying on French adaptations, but it has not been established which.10 In Denmark, the 1592 prose version Griseldis is most likely a translation of the German chapbook Van der duldicheit der vorwen gheheten Griseldis (Hamburg, 1502), which itself is an adaptation in Low German from Heinrich Steinhöwels’s German translation of Petrarch, Diss ist ain epistle Franscisci Petrarche von großer stätikeyt ainer frawen Grysel gehaißen (before 1462).11 This Danish version is in turn the source of the Swedish Grisilla (Stockholm, 1622). As for the adaptations of the story in Icelandic, the various seventeenth- and eighteenth-century prose and verse versions are indebted to both Dutch and Danish texts.12

Throughout Europe, from the sixteenth century onwards, an exact determination of sources for the numerous prose, versified, and theatrical versions that existed alongside translations of the Decameron becomes a more difficult task. As the reception grew, more texts became available as sources, so much so that for late sixteenth- and seventeenth-century drama, except in cases of direct textual borrowings,13 we can only speculate about the potential sources. Nonetheless, as a general rule for Spain, France, England, and Germany from the fifteenth century onwards, there was a tendency to use sources from the same country. In addition, subsequent rewritings often adapted these vernacular translations of Petrarch into other genres, such as ballads, romanceros, cantari, roumant, late medieval plays, or chapbooks.

The remarkable diffusion of the Griselda story has been studied since the end of the nineteenth century, first in articles or monographs detailing the reception in a single country like Germany,14 the Netherlands,15 Iceland,16 or France.17 This trend continued through to the second half of the twentieth century and the beginning of the twenty-first century, with there being studies of the Griselda story in England18 and Spain.19 Since Käte Laserstein’s more comprehensive study, Der Griseldisstoff in der Weltliteratur (1926), researchers have started to consider the phenomenon from a wider, European perspective, yet they have not analysed or compared versions from different countries. Rafaele Morabito edited two collections of studies by specialists in different European languages, but each scholar deals with versions in the language of her or his specialisation.20 In France, more recently, two anthologies of various European (mostly medieval and early modern) versions of the Griselda story were edited in their original languages with a facing-page French translation in order to encourage comparative studies of these texts.21 Finally, the city of Saluzzo, where the Griselda story is set, organised a conference on the European reception of Boccaccio’s novella in 2009 and published its proceedings in 2011,22 but as in Morabito’s collection of studies, each article is written by a specialist in the literature of a single country.

Perhaps most surprising is that none of those studies attempts a transnational approach to outline the continuities of the story of Griselda’s cultural values beyond national borders and, at the same time, to uncover discontinuities. Such an approach could shed light on the reason why the Griselda story managed to attract such broad interest from southern to northern Europe despite regional cultural differences. This would also enable a better understanding of the story’s cultural impact in late medieval and early modern Europe as a whole.

Moreover, these studies address the reception and longevity of this story in two main ways. First, source studies try to determine where it originated, which versions fathered which versions, and in which ways the story spread throughout Europe and beyond. Second, critiques have considered the story as a literary theme, or “Stoff” in German, sometimes combined with the sociological notion of “figuration” in order to address its various realisations across time but rarely across cultures.

The problem I encountered while considering the first approach, source studies, is that, as has already been mentioned, by the early modern period, determining a single or a group of sources is almost impossible and unproductive. As for the notion of a literary theme or Stoff, this has the tendency of reducing the story to the Griselda’s character only. While it is true that in the early modern period she is the central character of the story, the story is also that of her tyrannical and cruel husband, her lost and found children, and the marquis’s incestuous feigned marriage to his daughter. In short, it tells more than a story about a patient wife. The children of the marquis and Griselda are also important, and they are used by adaptors to engage with contemporary socio-political discourses.

So far, I have purposefully only used the term “story” because the polymorphous ways in which the last novella of the Decameron was received resist any generic definition. While the plot presents an exemplary heroine, her exemplarity is problematic because her wifely perfection conflicts with the implications of her correlated motherly perfection. In other words, as an ideal, obedient wife, she should also be an ideal mother, so she should refuse to let her children be killed. The story therefore does not function properly as an exemplum. Like a martyr, she undergoes trials until she is proven to be virtuous, patient, meek, and obedient. However, she does not need to die to be rewarded, and her recompense is an earthly one, namely a reunion with her lost children and restoration of her rank, status, and social roles as a marquise, spouse, and mother. Thus, while she resembles saints and martyrs, it is not her faith that is tested but rather her perfection as a woman (i.e. the qualities men desired women to possess as wives and mothers). Indeed, it is not her relationship to God at issue but rather a male fantasy pushed to its extreme. Moreover, whereas the story presents a structure with a tripartite testing plot that is often found in tales, especially initiatory ones, there are no fairy-like or marvellous elements in this story. Finally yet importantly, it is more than a story, a text more than words, since it went beyond this to touch pictorial arts and to some extent music, although still in combination with text (e.g. a ballad’s lyrics or an opera’s libretto).

To complicate matters further, the story was (mis)understood, read, and rewritten as edifying literature from the end of the fourteenth century until the early modern period. The first to turn Griselda into an allegory was of course Petrarch. At the end of his Latin version, he provides a moral in which he clearly states the story’s purpose: “ut legentes ad imitandam saltem femine constantiam excitarem, ut quod hec viro suo prestitit, hoc prestare Deo nostro audeant”23 (translates as “to incite readers to emulate this woman’s steadfastness, and what she proved to her husband, we should dare to prove to our Lord”). Alongside this Christian allegorical meaning, Griselda became the embodiment of the ideal child and the ideal wife. Not only did Christine de Pisan mention Griselda as an example of a daughter’s love for her father in her Livre de la cite des dames (1404–5), but she also, perhaps more importantly, picked this story as the first of her exempla of women’s constancy and strength or firmness of character.24 However, Griselda’s most diffused allegorical meaning is that of patient and obedient wife. This is what stands out when examining the story’s entrance in conduct literature for young ladies and wives, such as Philippe de Mézières’s Livre de la vertu du sacrement de mariage (ca.1384), Geoffroy de la Tour Landry’s Livre du chevalier de la Landry pour l’enseignement de ses filles,25 the anonymous Ménagier de Paris (fifteenth century), and the anonymous Castigos y doctrina que un sabio daba a sus hijas (fifteenth century). In addition, Bernat Metge dedicated his Historia de Valter e Griselda (1388) in Catalan to Doña Isabel de Guimerá, a married noblewoman, extolling Griselda’s “pasciència, obediència e amor conjugal”.26

All this, however, revolves around the figure of Griselda. In the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, the character of the marquis is developed to explore and address not only male and female anxieties regarding marriage but also the political issue of absolutism and the social taboo of incest, which of course also implies that Griselda’s children acquire relevance. Her son and daughter become prominent characters as well in versions of the story that place greater importance on the fact that they are lost and found again in the resolution, thereby developing the motif of the foundling and its various functions.

Another interesting phenomenon of this story concerns how it became more and more closely connected with the ritual of marriage. Apart from the already mentioned conduct literature, which employed Griselda’s exemplarity to prepare young maids to enter married life, it was common in Italy in the latter part of the fifteenth century to present aristocratic brides with cassoni (wedding chests), whose painted sides represented Griselda’s story. The sixteenth-century English Ballad of patient Grissell (attributed to Thomas Deloney) was sung to a piece of music named “the tune of the Bride’s good morrow”. (This music was apparently invented for the ballad The Bride’s Good Morrow.) Moreover, at least three of the dramatic adaptations of the story are thought to have been staged on wedding occasions. The anonymous French L’estoire de Griseldis (1395) may have been staged during festivities organised for the marriage of Richard II of England to the French Isabella of Valois. Likewise, Félix Lope de Vega Carpio’s El ejemplo de casadas o prueba de la paciencia (1599–1604) may have been performed for a royal wedding or another wedding in the Moncada family. This is possible, because the male protagonist of the play, Walter, has been turned into el Conde Enrico de Moncada in this Spanish version, and the loa accompanying the comedia also refers to a Pascual de Moncada.27 Moreover, it has been argued that John Phillip’s Comedy of Patient and Grissill (1658–65) was presented before Elizabeth I in order to encourage her to marry.28 Finally, Paolo Mazzi wrote to his patron, Earl of Viano Filippo Aldrovani, in a dedicatory letter to his comedy, La Griselda del Boccaccio (1620), that not only does he dedicate the play to him, but it is also a gift for his marriage to Isabella Pepoli.29 This suggests it was very likely staged as part of the wedding festivities.

Until approximately the mid-sixteenth century, the story was often attributed to Petrarch or Boccaccio. This practice of acknowledging the source by writers adapting the story gradually diminished (with some exceptions), creating a sense that it belonged to some common European tradition and sometimes erasing Griselda’s “Italian” origins altogether.30 Furthermore, in the process of translation, writers often altered the name of Griselda to make it better suit the pronunciation of their respective vernacular language. In this way, not only did Griselda become Grissil or Grissel in England and Griselidis or Grisèlde in France, but the mere mention of her name sufficed to evoke her story.

The story’s adaptations into numerous genres, its realisations in pictorial art, and its association with music (in other words, its cultural importance, although I am almost tempted to say “omnipresence”) led me to envisage the possibility that it may be a myth. Only a few scholars suggest this idea without developing it much further.

First, Morabito briefly alludes to the possibility of considering Griselda’s story a myth:

Per un “mito” come quello di Griselda (e sia consentito parlare di mito, anche se non ha l’importanza e il valore fondamentale—nel senso letterale di fondare la cultura occidentale—che George Steiner attibuisce ad altri e più antichi miti, come quelli di Edipo o di Antigone, o anche in certa misura a quello di Don Giovanni) non risulta quindi tanto rilevante l’interrogazione a proposito della fonte precisa; ma più significativa e più urgente appare invece un’altra domanda dello stesso Steiner: “How do the myths originate, if this notion of inception in observable time is, indeed, applicable? What process of canonization and of discard are to bring about the acceptance and transmission of certain myths and the obliteration of others?”31

Morabito, however, does not really elaborate on why the Griselda story could be considered a myth, despite not being a foundation myth, nor does he try to answer Steiner’s questions after mentioning them.

Henri Lamarque, in the introduction to his Histoire de Griselda: une femme exemplaire dans les littératures européennes, treats the story as a tale, but envisages its mythic potential:

… le conte de Griselda est une création complexe, d’une grande richesse sémantique. Il y a plusieurs visages de Griselda: la paysanne, la marquise, l’épouse, la mère, l’amoureuse, la chrétienne exemplaire. Tous, bien sûr, n’apparaissent pas simultanément. Sous la surface lisse du récit est donné à entendre un autre sens ; le lecteur est averti de sa présence par un signe, l’étrangeté du sens littéral, dans le cas présent le caractère absurde ou paradoxal de la conduite de Gautier et de la soumission de Griselda. Les transpositions successives ont pu modifier ou aménager ce signe, mais elles ont parfaitement respecté la dualité organique du signifiant et du signifié qui donne à l’œuvre toute sa saveur. … On sait que le domaine de prédilection de l’allégorie, c’est la poésie et en particulier le domaine de la fable. Or il se trouve que mythe et conte ont en commun plusieurs caractéristiques : ce sont des récits anonymes, le plus souvent de tradition orale, ils se répandent avec de nombreuses variantes et enfin proposent une mise en rapport de la nature humaine avec transcendance. Tout cela s’applique à merveille au conte de Griselda et du marquis de Saluces. Sa polysémie le place parmi les grands mythes de la spiritualité occidentale. C’est un réceptacle d’influences diverses, fondues dans une élaboration artistique telle qu’il a pu cristalliser les rêves ou conjurer les inquiétudes de nombreuses générations.32

These inspiring remarks, however, have not paved the way for any further analysis of these “influences diverses” or what those “rêves” and “inquiétudes” comprise.

Similarly, Juan Carlos Conde comments on the reception of the last novella of Boccaccio’s Decameron in Spain and the possibility that it is a myth, but he does so cautiously without discussing it at great length:

… la historia del rigor del atrabiliario marqués Gualtieri y de la paciencia de la abnegada e indoblegable Griselda va a atravesar fronteras, lenguas y épocas, para llegar a transformarse, desde su primitiva naturaleza de texto literario individual, en una suerte de leyenda, mito o símbolo al alcance de todo tipo de ingenios literarios, en un proceso de regresión o inversión retórica desde el texto finalizado hasta la reducción privilegiada caudal de la inventio universal, retroceso que es garantía plena de la inmortalidad literaria.33

Conde only adds one, but important, remark on the subject:

… [from the seventeenth century onwards] la historia de Griselda deja ya de ser una historia que se recibe como obra ajena y se trata de modo más o menos fiel y respetuoso y pasa a ser más bien un argumento, una temática tan al alcance de cualquier ingenio como cualquier mito o historia folklórica: los cambios, las alteraciones, la recreación individual exceden en ese caso los límites de la lealtad debida a un modelo imitado.34

Additionally, in her book Better a Shrew than a Sheep: Women, Drama, and the Culture of Jest in Early Modern England, Pamela Allen Brown devotes an entire chapter, “Griselda the Fool”, to the fate of the story in early modern England. She refers to it first as a legend and then, more insistently, as a myth that was not universally positively preached: “Because the fractured trajectories of the Griselda myth militate against a linear narrative, this analysis will examine moments in popular culture when counter-Griseldas ignore her example, when she is derided… when her didactic value is mocked, and … questioned.”35 While I find her arguments very convincing, I was also struck by the fact that she does not elaborate on the notion of myth in spite of its complexity, using it instead as a term of obvious, unproblematic meaning.

The most recent research that associates Griselda’s story with the notion of myth is the compilation of proceedings from the conference “Griselda: metamorfosi di un mito nella società europea”, which was held in Saluzzo in 2009. This compilation has the great advantage of studying the artistic representations of the story alongside its narrative versions. However, the only participant who refers to the story as a myth was Saluzzo’s mayor, Paolo Allemano, who wrote the preface:

Questa storia [i.e. this conference and its proceedings] ha tre protagonisti: il primo è il mito dell’umile moglie del marche Gualtieri, Gridelda, per alcuni una provocazione letteraria nata all’interno della civiltà cavalleresca, ma in ultima analisi una novella cha [sic!] ha fatto il giro del mondo passando attraverso ogni forma di espressione del pensiero umano e adattandosi con duttilità ai contesti locali in una metamorfosi ancora in essere.36

Although he is not a literary scholar and does not elaborate on why he used the term “mito”, his preface does offer an interesting perspective on how the twenty-first-century inhabitants of Saluzzo consider the story:

Il terzo protagonista è la città di Saluzzo, il cui centro storico parla ancora il linguiaggio della civiltà cavalleresca e i cui cittadini sono fieri di condividere l’appartenenza alla storia del marchesato e al mito di Griselda. A loro non importa sapere se sia esistita o meno realmente Griselda, importa che il suo nome si sia diffuso nel mondo accompagnandosi a quella città di Saluzzo e materializzandosi nelle forme più nobili dell’agire umano.37

While this may be viewed as merely a personal testimony rather than speaking for the whole town, there is other evidence of the population’s enthusiasm for, and celebration of, the figure of Griselda. Aside from a street and a hotel that carry her name, there is a women’s that was association founded in 2005 called “I passatempi di Griselda”. It is devoted to embroidery and cooking, two activities that are no longer considered exclusively feminine activities but were viewed as ideal pursuits for women in the Middle Ages and early modern period. While Griselda in the story is never depicted doing embroidery, in many versions, she is seen spinning wool, especially in pictorial representations.38 Furthermore, in 2014, the town entitled the third edition of its Marchesato Opera Festival “Griselda e il barroco musicale”,39 during which Vivaldi’s opera Griselda was performed. There were also cultural activities for adults and children organised around the story of Griselda. The event as a whole celebrated Griselda as much as the great figures of Italian culture who participated in her fame (Boccaccio, Petrarch, Vivaldi, and Zeno). This festival, as much as the women’s association, the use of Griselda’s name for a hotel, and more importantly as an odonym, attests to her story’s importance for Saluzzo and its inhabitants. These present-day manifestations of the cultural vitality of Griselda in this Italian area point to a conception of her story not as a myth but rather as a legend, especially given its extremely strong ties to a specific place and its cultural history. However, the modern conceptions of Griselda’s story are not my main interest. Nonetheless, they help to shed light on this story’s nature and reveal the enduring capacity of this story to arouse fascination and wonder.

The present study instead intends to elaborate further on the notion of myth and argues that the Patient Griselda story, despite not being a myth initially, gradually became one throughout Europe by the early modern period.

The word “myth” can denote a number of different concepts and requires a precise definition before I can develop why and how the Griselda story came to be a myth. The term refers to a complex cultural phenomenon for which thinkers from various research fields have developed definitions and analytic approaches. Philologists, anthropologists, psychoanalysts, historians (and in particular literary and religious historians), and so on, have all contributed to a better, richer, and more complex understanding of myths diachronically and synchronically from pre-history to modern times. Given that I cannot, at least within the confines of this research, do justice to all these scholars, I mostly focus on the main twentieth- and twenty-first-century thinkers who have brought major developments to this field of research.

Before I turn to some of the theories that have been elaborated on for myths, let me insist here that I do not consider Decameron X.10 to have been conceived by Boccaccio as a myth. On the contrary, I believe that the story underwent a process of “mythification” in the course of its European reception until the early modern period.

When examining the signification of “myth”, one of the first seminal works that shaped the meaning of the word was Aristotle’s Poetics. For Aristotle, mythos means “story” or “plot”, where the structural specificity unfolds according to the sequence of beginning, middle, and end, yet it should be not so long that it cannot be easily remembered. In Poetics, the word mythos is defined in relation to theatre and the kinds of “stories” that best suit a dramatic performance. If we stick to Aristotle’s basic concept of myth as applied to drama, the story of Griselda fits the definition: Indeed, it has been adapted into over 40 different plays40 between the late fourteenth century and the twentieth century, and at least 27 of these were composed during the late medieval and early modern periods.41 However, the concept of myth that I wish to outline here goes beyond that of a “story” or “plot” and encompasses a more complex set of features.

In his scholarly production on myth, William G. Doty does not elaborate a clear and universally valid definition of what myth is but always approximates instead. This is because, and I find his argument convincing, “Myth is a term with no singular historical usage; rather, it has carried and does carry a wide range of defining features, although individual writers tend to stress features most amenable to their own philosophical view of language, history, the human imagination, and presumed correlations with ritual.”42

In his article “What is a myth? Nomological, topological and taxonomic explorations”, Doty asks, “what is ‘mythicity’, the rhetorical quality that establishes myth as myth? Some feature of narration or reference not found in science fiction or autobiography or historical fiction?”, but he does not give a straightforward answer.43 In Myth: A Handbook, Doty rephrases the question of “mythicity” in the following way:

What seems essential is not the specific type of narrative that myth represents so much as finding some way to name what is mythic about a particular narrative myth.

… it is probably important to recognize myth as a type of communicative speech (not necessarily oral, but represented as discourse directed at an audience). Roland Barthes refers to it as “a mode of signification, a form”.44

Barthes is, indeed, a good starting point for explaining how the Patient Griselda story became a myth and what was perceived to be mythic about it.

For Barthes, myth is first and foremost “parole”. It is, in other words, “speech”, yet not just any type of speech. Since it is speech, anything can become mythical because what makes a myth is the form of speech or signifier, which he calls “mythic speech”,45 rather than the content and the signified. Furthermore, this mythic speech can also be conveyed as much by written text, as well as through supporting mediums like images, sports, spectacles, and so on46: “[C]’est parce que tous les matériaux du mythe, qu’ils soient représentatifs ou graphiques, présupposent une conscience signifiante, que l’on peut raisonner sur eux indépendamment de leur matière,” he explains.47 Mythic speech is thus formed by any “unité … significative qu’elle soit verbale ou visuelle” because “le mythe relève d’une science générale extensive à la linguistique, et qui est la sémiologie”.48 He thus analyses not only the relationship between the signified and the signifier, but also the sign, formed by both the signified and the signifier.49 However, according to Barthes, in the case of myth, this model is complicated by the fact it implies a “semiologic chain”, which he also calls a “semiologic system of second degree”. The sign of a first degree of a semiologic system becomes the signified of a second degree of that semiologic system, and both levels of the semiologic system taken together form the myth.50 In other words, there is a first language level or semiologic system, which he calls “langage-objet”, and this is appropriated by the myth in order to construct a second-level or second-degree semiotic system, which he calls “méta-langage”.51 Barthes renames the sign of the first level (or the result of the association of a first signifier and a first signified) on the level of speech “sens”, while on the level of the myth, it is named “forme”. The signified of the second, or myth, level becomes the “concept”, and the sign of the myth, or placing in the relation between the “forme” and the “concept”, is relabelled by Barthes as the “signification”.52

Barthes insists that the signifiers, or “form”, of a myth are unlimited in number,53 as well as in their historical contingency: “il n’y a aucune fixité dans les concepts mythiques : ils peuvent se faire, s’altérer, se défaire, disparaître complètement. Et c’est précisément parce qu’ils sont historiques, que l’histoire peut très facilement les supprimer.”54 He further explains,

Le concept est un élément constituant du mythe : si je veux déchiffrer des mythes, il me faut bien pouvoir nommer des concepts. Le dictionnaire m’en fournit quelques-uns : la Bonté, la Charité, la Santé, l’Humanité, etc. Mais par définition, puisque c’est le dictionnaire qui me les donne, ces concepts-là ne sont pas historiques. Or ce dont j’ai le plus besoin, c’est de concepts éphémères, liés à des contingences limitées.55

Here, I do not exactly disagree, but I would nuance Barthes’s remarks, because any concept is always historically and culturally contingent. Goodness, charity, and health—as well as patience, to take the concept that Griselda most often embodies—cannot be defined once as a single dictionary definition for all times and places. Postmodern (cultural) studies have shown how the significance of these concepts varies from one culture to another as much as from one period to another and from one social group and/or gender to another. This contingency thus favours Barthes’ notions of “concept éphémère”, because any concept is not only necessarily relatively ephemeral but also limited to a certain location, possibly even as much spatially as socially.

The French scholar also considers the relationship between the concept of the myth and the “sense” (or “sign” of the first semiotic level) as a “déformation”.56 Thus, the sense is no longer a self-sufficient “sign”—it becomes a “parole disponible tout entière au service du concept”.57

In semiology, the relationship between the signified and the signifier is completely arbitrary. However, as Barthes convincingly argues,

La signification mythique, elle, n’est jamais complètement arbitraire, elle est toujours en partie motivée, contient fatalement une part d’analogie. … La motivation est nécessaire à la duplicité même du mythe, le mythe joue sur l’analogie du sens et de la forme: pas de mythe sans forme motivée. … La motivation … n’est pas « naturelle » : c’est l’histoire qui fournit à la forme ses analogies. … en général, le mythe préfère travailler à l’aide d’images pauvres, incomplètes, où le sens est déjà bien dégraissé, tout prêt pour une signification : caricatures, pastiches, symboles, etc.58

Barthes’s theory, as applied to the Patient Griselda story, helps us understand how it became a myth, how it was “deformed” to become “at the service of a concept”, and, more accurately, how various “concepts” throughout time are altered due to the differing authorial intentions of the translators and rewriters of her story.

When Boccaccio wrote the last novella of his Decameron, he had none of these theoretical principles in mind, nor did Petrarch. However, what Petrarch did do was provide an interpretative tool, a moral conclusion, which postulates an allegorical meaning or mythic appropriation of the literal content in order to serve a second-level mythic signification, namely Christian steadfastness. This also suggests the possibility of using the story to serve two concepts. On one hand, Petrarch’s conclusion invites his audience to adopt an allegorical reading of his text, where Christians are encouraged to emulate Griselda’s enduring patience with regard to their God (“ut legentes ad imitandam saltem femine constantiam excitarem, ut quod hec viro suo prestitit, hoc prestare Deo nostro audeant”).59 On the other hand, it suggests that the story would not function well as an example for wives, because his Griseldis would hardly be imitable (“michi vix imitabilis videtur”).60

The concept of ideal wifehood, when linked to the literal meaning of the story, is not the one that Petrarch seems to have wanted to stress, since he attaches more importance in his conclusion to the allegorical meaning of Christian steadfastness. Nonetheless, both concepts made their ways into later re-writings and vernacular translations of this Latin version of the story of Griselda.

Petrarch’s adaptation of Decameron X, 10 made it clearer than Boccaccio’s original about how the story of Patient Griselda could be “at the service” of concepts and used, as Barthes describes it, as the signifier of mythic speech to produce at least two different meanings: a patient or ideal wifehood and steadfast faith in the Christian God, regardless of the ordeals one may be subjected to.

It is also true, however, that the story is ambiguous, because the extremes to which Griselda must go to prove her patience and obedience are morally and legally problematic. Indeed, a husband who orders his wife to surrender her children in order to have them killed is literally asking her to become an accomplice to infanticide, which is clearly against the Ten Commandments. Christian theology has never required wives to follow their husbands’ orders if they imply committing, or being an accomplice to, a capital sin. On the contrary, women were advised to try and convince their spouses to not pursue sinful intentions. Moreover, infanticide, which was legal for the pater familias under Roman law as part of the patria potestas,61 was among the first laws to be changed in 318 as part of a process of demarcation from pagan customs as Christianity began to impose itself in Europe.62 In addition, Griselda’s stoicism in the face of her ordeals is often perceived as unnatural, especially when her children are supposedly killed.

The ambiguities inherent in the story, for example, led Geoffrey Chaucer in his “Clerk’s Tales” (from his Canterbury Tales), on one hand, to have his narrator express sympathy for Griselda by blaming Walter for his cruelty. On the other hand, in the “Envoy”, he cast doubts on Griselda’s exemplarity by promoting a shrewish type of wife conforming in everything to the descriptions of the antifeminist tradition. Thus, Chaucer leaves his readers with as many questions about how to interpret the story as Boccaccio’s audience after Dioneo, the novella’s narrator, draws the conclusion in the Decameron that Griselda ought to have had an affair when the marquis repudiated her. This notwithstanding, many adaptors of Petrarch’s (or Boccaccio’s) text(s) were convinced of the story’s didactic value as an exemplum. The majority of these writers tried, though never fully successfully, to emend the story or attenuate its ambiguities in various ways. For example, John Phillip, in his Comedy of Patient and Meek Grissil (c.1564–68) added the character of the nurse to provide a female voice to speak in Griselda’s stead against the sinfulness of killing one’s own child. Another interesting alteration is that, from the sixteenth century on, some versions present Griselda outwardly expressing her sorrow at her children’s bereavement with tears and verbal laments, thus contrasting the stoicism she displays in Boccaccio’s, Petrarch’s, and the late medieval adaptations.63

Consequently, there is indeed the potential for the story to be used to develop a concept or various concepts. However, Barthes’s theory of the way mythic speech functions does not satisfactorily explain why a narrative may be used over and over again “at the service” of not only one but several concepts. In the fifteenth century, the proliferation process of the Patient Griselda story started. This implies that there is something inherent in Boccaccio’s story that makes it worthy of attention but, most of all, worthy of being told over and over again. This happened not simply as a folktale or narrative prose text but also as a drama, ballad, and versified nouvelle in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries; as an opera in the eighteenth century; and as novels in the nineteenth century. Whereas the story of Griselda can indeed function as a signifier within the semiotic system of mythic speech, Barthes’s theory does not explain why its use for mythic speech was activated over and over again in the early modern period to convey not only the concept of ideal wife, which varies through time and place, but others as well. Indeed, the story began to acquire new meanings and signify new concepts, such as “a child’s obedience”, “a subject’s exaggerate patience towards a tyrant”, “the unsuitability of incest”, “social mobility is positive within the limits of certain circumstances”, and so on.

While Barthes devoted most of his Mythologies to listing a great number of mythic concepts, he did not take into consideration that the particularly significant recurrent use of the same signifier could be part of the way in which myth is culturally produced. This happens not simply as a semiotic system but also as a certain type of story that acquires, or rather is given, a certain cultural relevance at a certain point in time. Some reasons for this longevity and polymorphism in terms of the story’s numerous literary realisations, worthy of a classical myth, may be found partly in what Doty calls “the affective-effective dimension”,64 which itself, I argue, is related to the story’s main characters (Griselda and the marquis) and its narrative structure.

As Doty explains with regard to myth’s “affective-effective dimension”:

Traditional stories and myths can grab one existentially; they are close to daily experience even while they name ultimately generative (originary) beginnings, apocalyptic endings, as large-as/larger than-life extensions of Dasein.65

He further develops this idea:

Any mythology presumes a hermeneutical (interpretive) system in which it will be nurtured, and expanded as it is passed on and passed around. Myth appears to be a mode of language that welcomes change and resists linguistic fossilization. … a myth participates in the cultural evolution of societies.

…

Thus myth is “a peculiar kind of story” in that it transcends its texts … although it is difficult to stipulate what comprises that transcending, why it has such long-lived power. Clearly, mythic expressions are so important that they have to be recreated to fit the needs of new situations over and over again. Mythopoesis is nothing less than the ongoing emotional affectivity of the effectively mythic, but it is less easily defined than charted rhetorically and symbolically… And, alas, such charting can deteriorate into trivial repetitions, according to which even the most sophisticated literature is reduced to just one or another archetypal scheme/pattern/figure.66

Although the Patient Griselda story does not refer to any “generative (originary) beginnings” or “apocalyptic endings”, its popularity in late medieval and early modern European literature, and to a lesser extent art and music, indicates that it is “‘a particular kind of story’ in that it transcends its texts”, as Doty describes it. While I would not argue that all myths generate interest through their mysterious central figures, in the case of the Patient Griselda story, its attraction for writers and readers certainly lies in Griselda and the marquis, as well as in the story’s structure.

In order to explore what kind of appeal Griselda, as a character, may have had for late medieval and early modern audiences, it is helpful to turn to another twentieth-century myth scholar, Mircea Eliade, who examined what could be considered modern myths in his Mythes, rêves et mystères from the point of view of the history of religions. Eliade defines myth as:

Le mythe se définit par son mode d’être : il ne se laisse saisir en tant que mythe que dans la mesure où il révèle que quelque chose s’est pleinement manifestée, et cette manifestation est à la fois créatrice et exemplaire, puisqu’elle fonde aussi bien une structure du réel qu’un comportement humain. Un mythe raconte toujours que quelque chose s’est réellement passé, qu’un événement a eu lieu dans le sens fort du terme…67

As Eliade looks into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries for reminiscences of myths, as they were conceived by “‘primitive’ and archaic societies”,68 he places great emphasis on one of the two “constitutive dimensions of myths”, namely, “exemplarity” (the other being “universality”).69 His reflections on exemplary models, as well as what he calls “mythic behaviour”,70 over the past two centuries can help us to understand why the story of Patient Griselda may have been told and re-told.

As Eliade explains:

[p]our le chrétien, Jésus-Christ n’est pas un personnage mythique, mais, bien au contraire, historique … Néanmoins, l’expérience religieuse du chrétien se fonde sur l’imitation du Christ comme modèle exemplaire, sur la répétition liturgique de la vie, de la mort et de la résurrection du Seigneur, et sur la contemporanéité du chrétien avec l’illud tempus qui s’ouvre à la Nativité de Bethléem et s’achève provisoirement avec l’Ascension. Or, nous savons que l’imitation d’un modèle exemplaire et la rupture du temps profane par une ouverture qui débouche sur le Grand Temps, constituent les notes essentielles du « comportement mythique », c’est-à-dire de l’homme des sociétés archaïques, qui trouve dans le mythe la source même de son existence. On est toujours contemporain d’un mythe dès lors qu’on imite les gestes des personnages mythiques.71

Although critiques have shown that in several versions of the Griselda story, she is compared to Christ, even going as far as arguing that she is a figurae Christi,72 I do not wish to argue that Griselda is an embodiment of the Saviour, nor does she emulate the sacrifice of his life in the manner of the martyrs. There is clear evidence that many late medieval and early modern authors (though not all of them) believed that her behaviour is exemplary and used her story either to incite Christians to emulate her as an embodiment of Christian steadfastness or to encourage young women to follow her example as an ideal wife or daughter. Therefore, I argue that Griselda’s behaviour can be interpreted as the intent of the author(s) to invite readers to perform what Eliade calls “mythic behaviour”, but when addressing young ladies, this goes only to the extent of being obedient to their spouses rather than inciting their husbands to try their wives to such extremes.

Eliade’s further reflections on exemplary models in Antiquity and how they were received in the Renaissance shed light on the context in which the story of Patient Griselda was read and reactivated after Boccaccio:

Dans l’Antiquité, il n’y avait pas d’hiatus entre la mythologie et l’histoire : les personnages historiques s’efforçaient d’imiter leurs archétypes, les dieux et les héros mythiques.

A leur tour, la vie et les gestes de ces personnages historiques devenaient des paradigmes. Déjà Tite-Live présente une riche galerie de modèles pour les jeunes Romains. Plutarque écrit plus tard ses Vies des hommes illustres, véritable somme exemplaire pour les siècles à venir. Les vertus morales et civiques de ces personnages illustres continuent d’être le modèle suprême pour la pédagogie européenne, surtout après la Renaissance. Jusque vers la fin du XIXe siècle, l’éducation civique européenne suivait encore les archétypes de l’Antiquité classique, les modèles qui se sont manifestés in illo tempore, dans le lapse de temps privilégié que fut, pour l’Europe lettrée, l’apogée de la culture gréco-latine.73

It is no coincidence that very early on, Griselda made her way into catalogues of virtuous women, alongside Greco-Roman and Biblical figures such as Helen, Thisbe, and Judith. She even appears as the first example of women’s strength of character and constancy in Christine de Pizan’s famous Livre de la cité des dames (1404–5), a work in the tradition of collections of illustrious men’s lives but consisting mainly of women’s lives. In addition, although the story was initially to be understood as fiction, and some authors express doubts about her historical existence, while others believed she existed or presented her as a historical figure. William Forrest, in his hagiography of Catherine of Aragon, History of Grisild the Second, argues that her story may have been fiction. Forrest, however, seems to express this doubt not so much because he is unsure but to strengthen his point that Catherine of Aragon, or Grisild the Second (as he renames her), better qualifies for sainthood than Griselda. This is because the historical existence of the queen cannot be doubted, whereas Griselda’s is not clearly attested (“The First howe her dooynges weare brought abowte, / To vs in theis dayes they are vncertayne; / Many imagine that Petrarke dyd but fayne; / Howe muche the Seconde is true, that yee haue herde, / Somuche before thither she is too bee preferde”).74 Thomas III of Saluces, on the other hand, seems to have had no doubt about Griselda’s historical existence, having included her story in his Livre du chevalier errant (1403–4) as one of his prestigious ancestors.75

What these two examples further suggest is a tendency to “transformer une existence en paradigme et un personnage historique en archétype”,76 as Eliade puts it. Indeed, if there can be a second Griselda, and if a descendent of the ruling family of Saluzzo presents her life as exemplary, then her story becomes paradigmatic and archetypal but not universal. It is only archetypal for the society and time in which her story is reproduced, and since the tale was appropriated by cultures outside Europe only to a limited extent, it can only be said that the story was “mythified” by late medieval and early modern European cultures. This phenomenon is driven to a particularly great extent in Félix Lope de Vega Carpio’s El ejemplo de casadas y prueba de la paciencia (1599–1604). In this play, Lope transposes the main elements of the Patient Griselda myth narrative into a Spanish setting, providing new Spanish names for all the characters. This process can be compared to the appropriation, or reactivation or realisation, of some mythic motifs, such as that of the “apple-shot” present in many myths, such as Palnatoki’s in the Gesta Danorum, or Egil of the Þiðrekssaga. These are believed to be the sources for the most famous appropriation of this motif in the Swiss foundation myth of William Tell.

Apart from Petrarch’s moral conclusion, other features inherent in the story’s structure suggest that Griselda could be read as a model for behaviour. Another theoretical perspective will prove helpful in this task: the anthropological-structuralist approach.

The first striking aspect, which has been frequently mentioned by critics, is that Griselda’s life, and more particularly her testing, is organised according to a tripartite structure. More precisely, it follows an initiatory pattern. Such patterns have been pointed out by Arnold Van Gennep in his study on rites of passages and initiations to a new stage in life in traditional societies. Rites of passage, according to Gennep, can be divided into three phases: separation, transition, and incorporation or aggregation.77 These rites are performed when individuals undergo a major change in their lives, such as birth, puberty, marriage, and death. These three phases are also the basis of the narrative structure of many initiatory myths, given that myth and rituals are often interrelated and influence each other.78

Griselda’s story has never been related to any actual rite of passage for married women by teaching them how to be good wives. It was, however, symbolically used, as already mentioned, in wedding presents, such as cassoni on which Griselda’s life was painted or as part of wedding celebrations in the form of stage drama or recommended reading for any young lady preparing for married life.

The story clearly revolves around Griselda’s married life. Although her wedding constitutes a rite of passage in itself, given that Gualtieri takes her out of her father’s home (separation), strips her naked (transition), and re-dresses her in a marquise’s rich clothes (incorporation), this occurs before what is generally considered the “actual” testing in the story. Griselda’s ordeals start 1–3 years after her wedding, when her first baby is weaned. This indicates that Griselda’s testing has less to do with entering marriage and more to do with learning how to be an obedient wife in spite of the social elevation her marriage implied. Griselda is the central figure in the rite of passage and, more particularly, her testing is one of the elements that make the story so mysterious. It is therefore worth examining this aspect of the story more closely through the lens of Victor Turner’s work on the transition phase of rites of passage, following and developing Van Gennep’s theory.

Turner’s research focuses on the transition phase or limen (in Gennep’s terminology), or, in Turner’s expression, the “liminal period”.79 According to this American anthropologist, the rites of passage “indicate and constitute transitions between states”.80 He defines these states as “a relatively fixed or stable condition”, and they “designate also the condition of a person as determined by his culturally recognised degree of maturation as when one speaks of ‘the married or single state’ or the ‘state of infancy’”.81 Accordingly, he thus redefines Van Gennep’s three phases:

The first phase of separation comprises symbolic behaviour signifying the detachment of the individual or group either from an earlier fixed point in the social structure or a set of cultural conditions (a “state”); during the intervening liminal period, the state of the ritual subject (the “passenger”) is ambiguous; he passes through a realm that has few or none of the attributes of the past or coming state; in the third phase the passage is consummated.82

Turner, in The Ritual Process, pays particular attention to a certain kind of rite de passage (among others), the “rituals of status elevation”,83 in which “the ritual subject or novice is being conveyed irreversibly from a lower to a higher position in an institutionalized system of such positions”.84 These rituals are further characterised by a process of “humbling” the “candidate”, who wither wishes to attain a higher status or is chosen for it from the social hierarchy.85 As Turner observes:

[This humbling may be achieved through] ordeals and humiliations, often of a grossly physiological character … [which] represent partly a destruction of the previous status and partly a tempering of their [i.e. the novices] essence in order to prepare them to cope with their new responsibilities and restrain them in advance from abusing their new privileges.86

In addition, the second phase of the rite is named the “liminal period” by Turner because it is characterised by “liminality”. In other words, it is “the essentially unstructured (which is at once destructured and prestructured)”.87 Accordingly, the “liminal personae” or “neophytes”, who enter the ritual process “are at once no longer classified and not yet classified”.88 Moreover, “they have nothing… no status, property, insignia, secular clothing, rank, kinship position, nothing to demarcate them structurally from their fellows”.89

Griselda’s ordeals have all the appearance of the humbling process of a ritual of status elevation (i.e. from being a ruler’s wife, she is forced to become a poor rejected woman). When the testing starts, Griselda had been redefined as a rich marquise, a wife, and a mother, and she no longer bears visible signs that she was once Janicola’s daughter or a poor shepherdess, since she lost these defining traits from an external point of view when she married the marquis. Boccaccio thus describes her mutation as follows: “La giovane sposa parve che co’ vestimenti insieme l’animo e’ costume mutasse… divenne tanto avvenevole, tanto piacevole e tanto costumata, che non figliuola di Giannucole e guardiana di pecore pareva stata ma d’alcun nobile signore”.90 Petrarch renders this passage in a similar way: “non in casa illa pastoria, sed in aula imperatorial educate atque edocta videretur, … vixque his ipsis qui illam ab origine noverant persuaderi posset Ianicole natam esse, tantus erat vite, tantus morum decor, ea verborum gravitas ac dulcedo”.91

During the testing, however, Griselda is gradually stripped of her motherhood (through the removal and supposed murder of her children), her status or rank and wifehood (through repudiation), and of her belongings (by being forced to return everything the marquis gave her, including her clothes). Griselda would have been virtually naked had she not begged for a smock. The only identity traits she has left or regains are her gender (she is still considered a woman, albeit a worthless one because she is poor again and a rejected wife, which is worse than being a widow) and her kinship to her father as the daughter of Giannucole/Ianicole. For a short period, starting from the repudiation and ending with the marquis asking her to come back to prepare his second wedding, the marquis treats Griselda as if she is again nobody to him. In other words, Griselda almost perfectly fits Turner’s description of the “liminal persona”. She is almost entirely “no longer classified” and, for the marquis, until he deems that he has tested her for long enough, she remains “not yet classified” as his wife, mother of his children, and rightful marquise.

Concerning the relationship between “neophytes” and their “instructor”, or those guiding them through the rite, Turner explains that “there is often complete authority and complete submission”.92 As he further remarks:

It is the ritual and the esoteric teaching which grows girls and makes men … It is not a mere acquisition of knowledge, but a change in being. His apparent passivity is revealed as an absorption of powers which will become active after his social status has been redefined in the aggregation rites.93

According to Turner, this “esoteric teaching” or “communication of the sacra” is often achieved by “disproportionate” or “monstrous” means.94 In addition, “much of the grotesqueness and monstrosity of liminal sacra may be seen to be aimed not so much at terrorizing or bemusing neophytes into submission or out of their wits as at making them vividly and rapidly aware of what may be called the ‘factors’ of their culture”.95

The relationship between Griselda and the marquis is indeed one of complete submission, not because he is her “instructor” but because he is her husband and ruler, and because he wants her to swear to obey him in absolutely everything. In addition, no one would deny that the ordeals the marquis devised for Griselda are “disproportionate” and derive from a “monstrous” mind. Dioneo, Boccaccio’s narrator, even describes Gualtieri’s behaviour towards his wife as “matta bestialità”.96 This expression refers to a passage from Dante’s Divina Commedia (Inferno, XI, 82–83), which itself makes reference, as Boccaccio’s text most likely also does, to Aristotles’s Nicomachean Ethics, Book 7, where the vices and virtues and the conditions associated with them are discussed. Amy Goodwyn’s comments on this issue are enlightening:

Although to suit his purposes Aristotle narrows the meaning of bestiality to the most extreme acts of cruelty, such as cannibalism, he also recognizes the word’s broader usages. It is a term of reproach: “we also call by this evil name those men who go beyond all ordinary standards by reason of vice” (Ethics 1145a30). Later he applies the terms to a very different condition, “every excessive state” and gives these examples, “the man who is by nature apt to fear everything, even the squeak of a mouse, is cowardly with a brutish cowardice [and] … foolish people those who by nature are thoughtless and live by their senses alone are brutish”. Certain diseased states and forms of insanity resemble bestiality: “those who are so as a result of disease (e.g. of epilepsy) or of madness are morbid. Of these characteristics it is possible to have some only at times, and not to be mastered by them … but it is also possible to be mastered, not merely to have the feelings” (Ethics 1149a5–15). While not a cannibal, in his cruelty and his excessive, insatiable testing of Griselda, Gualtieri is bestial according to the other senses Aristotle grants this term.97

Even if Dioneo’s expression does not appear in Petrarch, since he cut Boccaccio’s framing context from his translation, the marquis’s behaviour remains extreme and excessive in all versions.

However, Turner’s theory only partially applies to Griselda’s testing for various reasons. First, only Boccaccio, Paolo Mazzi (in his commedia ridicolosa, La Griselda del Boccaccio, 1620), and Dekker, Chettle, and Haughton have their marquis justify the testing as a teaching process. In the novella, Gualtieri claims, “volendoti insegnar d’esser moglie e a loro di saperla tenere, e a me partorire perpetua quiete mentre teco a vivere avessi”.98 Mazzi follows his source, Boccaccio, very closely and has Gualtieri say to Griselda, “vogliendo a voi insegnare d’esser molgie, & à loro di saperla torre, e tenere, et à me partorire perpetua quiete, mẽtre cõ voi à viuere hauessi”.99 The English playwrights, meanwhile, have Gwalter declare, “I tride my Grissils patience when twas greene, / Like a young Osier, and I moulded it / Like waxe to all impressions: married men / That long to tame their wiues must curb them in, / Before they need a bridle, then they’ll prooue / All Grissils full of patience, full of loue”.100 Gwalter’s justification even seems to verbally anticipate Turner’s formulation of the function of the ordeals neophytes have to undergo: “They [i.e. neophytes] have to be shown that in themselves they are clay or dust, mere matter, whose form is impressed upon them by society”.101

Second, the duration of the testing is problematic: over twelve years.102 This is longer than any ritual. Whereas it is true that patience and constancy, like most virtues, need to be tested in order to attest that an individual “possesses” them, Griselda’s ordeals and humiliation have an overly cruel duration. Not even Job’s suffering, to whom she is often compared, lasted so long.103 Third, the “communication of the sacra”, or “esoteric teaching” from Griselda’s point of view, also raises a question for which, in most versions, no clear answer is provided: Did she actually learn anything? Griselda was patient, meek, humble, and loving. In short, she was a good wife and marquise from the first day of her marriage and a good mother to her children (until she accepted their being killed). She did not need to be humbled and humiliated to learn anything more about the virtues required by wifehood or her status as a ruler’s consort, except perhaps that those virtues ultimately enable her to prevail and overcome anything. The latter holds true particularly for the early fifteenth-century dramatic versions of the story. These still bear some traits from the medieval morality play tradition and use either the removal of the children (especially the daughter, the first-born and in some rewritings, her only child) or her repudiation as means to teach patience in the face of a child’s death and a reversal of fortune. Indeed, the heroine is presented as an “everyman-figure” tempted by one or more vice-figures and supported by personifications of virtues. This can be observed in John Phillip’s Comedy of Patient and Meek Grissill and in Pedro de Navarro’s Comedia muy exemplar de la Marquesa de Saluzia llamada Griselda. Navarro’s Griselda differs from Boccaccio’s or Petrarch’s heroines in that she is forced to believe that her daughter really has been murdered, because the marquis’s servant brings her a bloody heart that has supposedly been freshly cut from the child’s chest, and Griselda laments and mourns the death of her baby in a very expressive and verbal way. Nevertheless, Navarro uses his protagonist’s pain to allegorically teach how to cope with such a loss. First, “Consuelo” (“Comfort”) tries to give her the patience and strength to overcome her grief by reminding her how many famous women before her have endured the same loss, thereby attempting to make Griselda relativise her own situation and put it in perspective, as well as by assuring her that God will help her. Next, “Desesperacion” (“Despair”), “Sufrimiento” (“Suffering”), and Consuelo appear on the stage, the former to tempt Griselda to commit suicide and the latter to lift her spirits and save her from temptation, which Sufrimiento manages. By displaying this psychomachia, Navarro clearly aims to uncover and help the audience to visualise the various stages through which Griselda goes as she learns to accept the death of her daughter in order to fulfil his didactic purpose. Similarly, though in a much more synthetic and less coherent way, Phillip’s Grissil first expresses her woe at losing her baby girl, but immediately after, she exhorts herself to be patient and comforts herself with the assurance that “God will revenge this bloody fact”.104 Phillip only makes personified virtues intervene when Grissil is left alone with her father after her repudiation. Then, Constancy and Patience arrive and bring comfort to both Grissil and Janicle. Even though Phillip’s adaptation does not employ a psychomachia in which Grissil would be tempted to sin, because no vice-figures come onstage at that moment, his personified virtues still aim to reinforce the didactic purpose of inciting the audience to be patient in the face of adversity and Fortune’s turning of its wheel. Not only do they insistently claim to be there to “teach”105 Grissil and Janicle to be strong and have faith, but Grissil and her father welcome them with open arms, and Grissil affirms, “Constancy … from despair will us shield”.106

Even though the analysis, from a ritualistic perspective of Griselda’s testing, is highly problematic, the fact remains that most early modern rewritings of the story attest to an understanding of her character as exemplary and paradigmatic. This, I argue, is partly due to the tripartite structure of Griselda’s life, but also to the nature of her ordeals, which involve phases of status elevation and reversal, culminating in an aggregation rite: Griselda is reunited with her children and officially recognised as their mother and the marquis’s only true wife. Then she is undressed one last time and reclothed as a marquise. Finally, a feast is held, which can be symbolically read as a second celebration of her marriage to the marquis, since it was initially intended for his supposed second wedding. In other words, the testing has the appearance of a ritual, and this is enough for the adaptors of her story to consider it an actual ritual despite the problems my analysis reveals.

Apart from the study of rituals, the anthropological-structuralist approach offers other insights as to why the story was so popular in terms of a myth’s “deep structure” or its decomposition into constituent “mythemes”, which can be related to other myths. The anthropologist Claude Lévi-Strauss elaborated a structuralist system of myth analysis that postulates that the number of structures on which myths are based is limited:

Un recueil des contes et des mythes connus occuperait une masse imposante de volumes. Mais on peut les réduire à un petit nombre de types simples, mettant en œuvre, derrière la diversité des personnages, quelques fonctions élémentaires ; et les complexes, ces mythes individuels, se ramènent aussi à quelques types simples, moules où vient se prendre la fluide multiplicité des cas.107

Lévy-Strauss then defines these structures as comprising units or mythemes that consist of a certain type of relation.108 These relations can be then extracted from a given myth by breaking down its narrative into the smallest possible set of sentences, with each sentence being one mytheme.109 The same relation can appear several times at different points in the narrative chronology of a myth. Therefore, by organising the relations into sets, the analysis offers as much a synchronic as a diachronic perspective.110 It is synchronic if one considers the set of recurring relations or diachronic if one considers the different relations as a set that chronologically constitutes the myth’s narrative. Isolating relations synchronically enables Lévi-Strauss to account for the similarities he observed between the various myths coming from different cultures.

Lévi-Strauss tries thereby to theorise and determine the structural principles that underlie each and every mythic narrative. Although such a universalising purpose is questionable, it offers an analytic tool that can determine, for a particular culture, what Charles Segal calls “the network of more or less subconscious patterns, or deep structures, or undisplaced forms, which tales [or myths] of a given type share with one another”.111 Such a comparative analysis thus highlights how aspects or mythemes of a particular myth may relate to other myths and the ways in which they are realised in a particular myth at a given time, place, and culture differ from those found in other myths with a similar or different culture. This sheds light on the meaning of these mythemes as they are used in a particular myth, not only at a certain point in history and in a certain culture but also as it evolves throughout time and translates from one culture to another.

Consequently, when applying this technique to the Patient Griselda story, it appears that its constituent units, or mythemes, are to be found in other stories and myths, thus linking Griselda’s life story to a broader set of narratives. Moreover, it reveals that these mythemes acquired different functions or were enhanced or reduced in terms of their literary treatment, depending on the time and place in which the story is re-told, by whom it is told, and the varying authorial intentions involved in the process. In other words, the various constituent mythemes of the Griselda story participated in the lasting popularity of the novella but not equally for every version. The prominence of one or more mythemes in a particular adaptation of the story is always culturally contingent.

If one deconstructs the story of Patient Griselda into mythemes, this is what it may look like: (i) a young beautiful man shuns marriage in favour of the pleasures of hunting; (ii) a young man, who is of a high status, chooses a bride of low status and marries her; (iii) a mother agrees to have her children killed, or from the perspective of her husband, a father fakes the death of his children; (iv) a faithful and loving wife is repudiated; (v) a repudiated wife is almost forced to witness her husband marry another woman, or from the man’s point of view, a father almost commits incest by appearing to marry his own daughter; (vi) the true identity of long-lost children is revealed; (vii) a repudiated wife is re-married to her original spouse and thereby re-elevated in status.

Every single one of these mythemes can be found in Greco-Roman myths, and some are also found in Biblical stories and other Western mythologies. I have no doubt that these mythemes also occur in mythologies from outside Europe. Elaborating on an exhaustive list of all the myths in which one of these mythemes appears would be unproductive. In the absence of contrary evidence, however, Boccaccio is the creator of the Griselda story. In other words, he is the one who assembled these mythemes into a coherent whole, a catalogue of the myths he knew and from which he could have consciously or unconsciously taken the patterns constituting those mythemes. This may be helpful for contrasting and shedding light on the way these mythemes function in the Griselda story as they appear in Boccaccio and later versions.

Whereas Boccaccio’s familiarity with Greco-Roman myths and of course the Bible is well attested by abundant references and choices of topics throughout his own literary work, as well as by his relationships with other contemporary writers, it is less likely that he would have been influenced by mythologies from outside Europe. Moreover, it would be illusory to think one could ever produce an exhaustive list of the entire content of Boccaccio’s “biblioteca mentale” (“mind library”, as Igor Candido puts it).112 Consequently, I will limit myself to a few examples that seem to me the most obvious.

The first myth that has been identified by source studies is that of Eros and Psyche, which appears in Apuleius’s Metamorphoses (also known as the Golden Ass). Recent criticism has examined in detail the relationship between the Griselda story, as elaborated by Boccaccio, and this Greco-Roman myth.113 It has highlighted verbal parallels between Boccaccio’s novella and Apuleius’s rendering of Eros and Psyche’s myth, the most striking of which is Psyche’s fictional description of her husband to satisfy the curiosity of her sisters: She tells them that he is a young handsome man who spends a lot of time hunting, just like Boccaccio’s young marquis.114 Apart from this myth, no other verbal echoes have yet been clearly established between Boccaccio’s text and the possible sources he had in mind, or at hand, while he worked on his novella. Attempting to identify other sources is not my intent, and it is beyond the scope of the present study. Therefore, the remaining myths and biblical stories I list here are purely hypothetical influences. Although they can only remain conjectures, they will prove useful when I briefly expose below how these myths, which may have been in Boccaccio’s mind when he wrote the story (because he knew them), were conjured up by later writers who adapted the Patient Griselda story.

The other notable Greco-Roman mythical figures who match the description of a young, handsome hunter shunning marriage are Narcissus and Hippolytus. Pygmalion, though not a hunter, is also worth mentioning since he refused to get married until he sculpted his ideal wife. Boccaccio could have known the former myth from Ovid’s Metamorphoses, while he may also have read the latter’s story from either Euripides or Seneca. While the mytheme of the young man marrying below himself may have been Boccaccio’s adaptation of a young god marrying a young mortal woman, as found in the myth of Eros and Psyche, the mytheme of (feigned or averted) infanticide has many famous occurrences, not only in Greco-Roman myths but also in biblical stories. Euripides’ and Seneca’s tragedies could also have been the way in which Boccaccio learnt about Medea’s slaughter of her children. There is also Agamemnon’s averted murder of his daughter Iphigenia, while in the Bible, Abraham was ready to sacrifice his son Isaac until God prevented him. In addition, Jephthah killed his own daughter due to an oath he made. The slaughter of the first-born babies in Egypt and the Massacre of the Innocents can also be seen as related mythemes. Repudiation was experienced by the above-mentioned mythic figure of Medea. Concerning the mytheme of incest, the first examples that come to mind are Oedipus and Lot, but the nature of the former’s incest (son–mother), and the fact that Lot was unwilling and drunk when his daughters had sexual intercourse with him, suggests that Boccaccio may have thought of yet another example or simply adapted the mytheme to suit his purpose. The mytheme of the repudiated wife forced to witness her husband’s second wedding calls to mind Medea again. As for the identification of the long-lost children, this is so commonplace in mythology and folklore that it would be hazardous to favour any occurrence of this motif over another. Finally, the (re-)marriage which restores the status of the woman as the wife and equal to her husband conjures up once more Eros and Psyche’s myth, which ends in a similar way except in that Psyche is not simply socially elevated but made a goddess, undergoing a change in kind rather than just rank.

Such a list of mythemes, which displays a wide range of possible influences, could misleadingly suggest that Boccaccio was working as “mythmaker”. According to Lévi-Strauss’s notion of “bricoleur”, “le propre de la pensée mythique est de s’exprimer à l’aide d’un répertoire dont la composition est hétéroclite et qui, bien qu’étendu, reste tout de même limité”.115 He explains in La pensée sauvage that the aim of mythic thought is “comme du bricolage sur le plan pratique, … d’élaborer des ensembles structurés, non pas directement avec d’autres ensembles structurés, mais en utilisant des résidus et des débris d’événements… des bribes et morceaux, témoins fossiles de l’histoire d’un individu ou d’une société”.116

However, as Jacques Derrida argued, this applies to the construction of any type of discourse,117 not just myth. This is far from demonstrating that Boccaccio created a mythic narrative, because there is no way to prove that he consciously or unconsciously elaborated his story like a “bricoleur”. This inevitably incomplete list rather indicates the enormous evocative potential of the Griselda story. In later early modern rewritings of the Griselda story, some of these related myths were even explicitly conjured up, rendering apparent not only their hidden structural relatedness but also enriching the mythemes’ significance by attaching to them not one but two or more myths. For example, in Navarro’s Comedia muy exemplar, Griselda is called “fortissima Medea”118 (strong/resilient Medea) by the marquis when she humbly welcomes his supposed future bride. Thus not only is the Greek myth of Jason and Medea conjured up, but it is also used to contrast Griselda’s submission and humbleness with Medea’s violent reaction when she realises her husband plans to replace her with another woman.119 Another instance appears in Lope de Vega’s Ejemplo de casadas, when the Conde Enrico (Lope’s marquis) tells his wife that he brought their son to his death, comparing him to the babies killed during the Massacre of the Innocents (“llevando a entregar el niño, / aquel angel inocente, / a la inclemencia de Herodes”—“as I went to bring the boy, / this innocent angel / to Herod’s inclemency”).120 In other words, the Conde, who claims to have acted under the pressure of his subjects, attributes to them the cruelty of his deed, but he also ironically qualifies his own behaviour as tyrannical.

The mythification of the Patient Griselda story therefore appears to have been a process that begun in the fifteenth century, and it was fuelled by its numerous appearances in works celebrating women’s virtue and conduct literature for young ladies. Whereas the myth seems to have reached its greatest cultural importance in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it started to lose its appeal towards the end of the eighteenth century. However, occurrences of revival can be seen as late as the twenty-first century, though with limited cultural impact and only in the English language.121 What changed through time and space as this Italian story reached other European countries is the way in which these mythemes were exploited by later writers, enhancing, diminishing, or erasing them to engage with new socio-political environments while keeping their narrative and chronological arrangement relatively intact. The study of these changes is the focus of the following chapters.

In order to do so, I examine the different realisations of the myth by applying Alain Montandon’s concept of “sociopoetics” as a method to analyse myths:

Branche de la mythocritique, la sociopoétique envisage le mythe dans une perspective surtout historique et non seulement comme fond culturel. Le mythe n’est pas une structure stable, mais au contraire consiste en une série de variations, de tensions entre des éléments stables et des éléments qui varient sans cesse, qui se métamorphosent et sont modifiés. Une sociopoétique du mythe prend en considération non seulement cet ancrage, mais étudie comment dans une idéologie donnée, dans une époque donnée, dans un milieu socio-politique spécifique, dans un ensemble de représentations sociales et culturelles, un mythe vient à reparaître, continuer à vivre, se réécrire et s’activer. Le mythe est lié à son énonciation : c’est ce qui est raconté à un moment donné, dans des circonstances données. Or prendre en considération les positions de l’énonciation, c’est tenir compte de la poétique—au sens fort—du mythe, de l’énonciation comme phénomène littéraire. Un mythe n’existe pas en essence, c’est une histoire, un schème repris sans cesse différemment, pour rendre le réel intelligible et lui donner un sens. La sociopoétique se donne donc pour objet d’études la manière dont les représentations sociales (prises au sens large) à une époque articulent, génèrent et structurent le mythe. Une telle recherche ne comprend pas seulement une perspective diachronique, elle s’enrichit d’analyses synchroniques qui examinent le statut du système mythique à une époque donnée.122

Thereby, in the rest of this study, I hope to outline the continuities and discontinuities of the Griselda myth’s engagement with socio-political discourses in Europe from the end of the fourteenth century until the end of the seventeenth century.



Part I: Griselda—From ambiguous fictive character to the embodiment of various ideals

1.1 Griselda in Boccaccio

By the early modern period, Griselda clearly comes to embody various feminine ideals: the ideal wife, the ideal queen, the ideal daughter, and even the ideal mother. She does not necessarily represent all these ideals at once, nor are they uncontested or unquestioned. Boccaccio’s novella continues to puzzle critics, especially in terms of the various potential signified attached to the character of Griselda. Before I turn to Griselda’s various incarnations in early modern literature, however, it is important to understand how this process of coming to embody feminine ideals, which is at the core of the story’s mythification, came into existence and grew.

Many scholars have interpreted the heroine of Decameron X, 10 as a symbolic figure embodying Christ,123 the Virgin Mary,124 Job,125 Abraham,126 the soul,127 or some other idealised form of virtue. Some have read her from a sociological perspective as an “esemplare lezione di comportamento sociale”128 or from a legal point of view in terms of dignity and rights, while others have insisted on the ambiguity of the text.129 While I am inclined to side with the latter and underline the novella’s ambiguity, I believe that in Dec. X, 10, Boccaccio experimented with the virtue of obedience and patient submission and questioned its moral validity when carried to great extremes.

If Griselda is considered within the framework of Aristotelian ethics and their Christianised application in Thomas Aquinas’s works,130 her behaviour suggests that she is on several accounts a borderline moral case. Thus, Boccaccio uses her to examine the concept of wifely obedience and its moral limitations, maintaining enough ambiguity throughout the novella so as to present Griselda as being simultaneously morally condemnable on the one hand and seemingly divinely inspired on the other. However, the predominance of the literal reading over the allegorical, since the story is not told in the manner of a continuous allegory, undermines the symbolic reading. Thus, Boccaccio uses these conflicting levels of interpretation for Griselda’s character during her trials in order to show, on the one hand, that not every narrative that hints at allegory actually permits a typological reading, while on the other hand questioning the human limits of acceptance of earthly life and Christian expectations in terms of patience. Before I analyse how Griselda’s virtuous wifely obedience is performed to excess from a moral point of view, let me first expose how the typological level is seemingly constructed and undermined.

In various passages from his Genealogia deorum gentilium and his commentaries on Dante’s Divina commedia,131 Boccaccio demonstrates that other texts besides the Bible (i.e. poetical texts) are polysemous and can be read on the same four levels as the Scriptures, namely, literally or historically, allegorically or typologically, morally or tropologically, and anagogically.132 As Jonathan Usher explains, Boccaccio was aware that not every reader is capable of accurately reading all four levels of multi-layered texts,133 so guidance is needed, which Boccaccio provides in many of his own treatises, commentaries, and collections of stories. Accordingly, scholars have envisaged Dioneo’s conclusion to Decameron X, 10 as an invitation to re-read the novella allegorically. As Dioneo equates the female protagonist with “divini spiriti”,134 he not only suggests that Griselda belongs to souls that have been blessed with God’s grace—like biblical characters, saints and even angels—but also indirectly encourages readers to go through the novella again, looking for other signs of Griselda’s sanctity. However, such a re-reading provides a complex and inconsistent typology involving several Biblical and Greco-Roman mythical figures rather than a continuous and coherent allegorical embodiment of a single divine figure, as Branca, Cottino-Jones, and others have suggested. This inconsistency stems from the fact that whoever Griselda is apparently allegorically associated with, Gualtieri clumsily or hardly fits into the semantic frame of the typological level of interpretation.

While Cottino-Jones perhaps reads too much into Griselda’s first description in the novella as a “povera giovinetta di una villa”, which in her opinion connects Griselda with the “Franciscan virtue of poverty”,135 she rightly notices that Gualtieri’s encounter with Griselda on the wedding day draws on Old Testament betrothal typology in order to present her as an ideal bride. Cottino-Jones, however, sees in the young woman who “con aqua tornava dalla fonte” only Rebecca,136 whereas the scene echoes passages not just from Genesis 24 but also Genesis 29 and Exodus 2. In these, a well is indeed the origin of Rebecca’s first meeting and later marriage with Isaac, as well as Rachel’s and Sephora’s meetings with their respective husbands, Jacob and Moses, which take place near a well. The water from the well in these encounters is a symbol of life, nourishment, and charity. In Rebecca’s and Rachel’s cases, it also symbolises their virtue, generosity, care, and hospitality. Since Griselda brings Gualtieri inside her house to her father, the biblical allusions encourage readers to associate her with these ideal wives of the Old Testament. In addition, the fact that Griselda is referred to as a “guardiana di pecore”137 may be seen, as Cottino-Jones remarks, as a reference to Christ, since he is not only referred to as a shepherd in John 10:11–18 but also frequently associated with the sacrificial lamb.138

Nonetheless, as Cottino-Jones extends the Griselda-Rebecca parallelism to Gualtieri, envisaging him as the embodiment of Isaac and as a “prefiguration of Christ”, which in the course of the novella “grows into a Divine King or Divine Father figure”,139 it becomes harder to agree with her. Isaac is viewed by Christian exegesis as Christ, because his father was ready to sacrifice him to prove his faith and not because he married Rebecca. In spite of the fact that Christ is described as a bridegroom and symbolically married to the Church in the Bible,140 considering Gualtieri as a figuration of Isaac as Christ when he marries Griselda seems rather farfetched, all the more so if Griselda is also supposed to embody Christ. In addition, as we shall see, the development of the novella, which includes other biblical types, makes it unlikely that Boccaccio constructed his marquis as a God figure.

When it comes to the trials, the potential typology widens from Christ to the Virgin Mary, together with Abraham, Agamemnon, Job, and more generally the saints and martyrs.141 Cottino-Jones sees Griselda as a Christ figure and her trials as a Via Crucis, and she sees her return and restoration as Gualtieri’s wife and marquise as a resurrection.142 However, Griselda does not die, and she is not granted entry into heaven, nor are her trials as hard as those of the martyrs. In fact, in order to complete their Via Crucis, most martyrs suffer mental as much as severe physical torture, which of course finally causes them to die in a similar fashion to Christ on the Cross, thereby elevating them and securing their entrance into God’s heavenly realm.

Branca, on the other hand, considers that the fact that Griselda is forced to give up her children as a sign that she is a figura Mariae.143 It is true that Griselda is endowed with some of the Virgin’s attributes, such as the heart pierced with knives.144 Nonetheless, the protagonist of Decameron X, 10 offers a rather outwardly stoic version of the mater dolorosa, which stands in stark contrast with the aggrieved Virgin Mary, whose cult was heightened in Italy and Europe after the plague, being often depicted in the arts with a painful expression in representations of the lamentation of Christ’s death.145 Although Ambrose and some twelfth-century churchmen, such as Richard of St. Victor and Arnauld Bonnaevallis, envisaged the Virgin’s acceptance of Christ’s death as a stoic submission to God’s will, in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, her sorrow, both internal and external, as a facial and bodily expression became the object of sermons, prayers, and artistic works stressing the power of compassion. Indeed, Mary’s grief also provokes the compassion of those who contemplate her image.146 Although Griselda’s stoicism is only external, when Griselda’s internal sorrow is finally expressed explicitly by the narrator, it happens not when her children are taken from her but rather when the remarriage of her husband appears as an inevitable reality. When she is bereft of her son, Griselda’s pain is only indirectly alluded to by Gualtieri’s wonder at her calm demeanour, which he does not mistake for insensitivity because he knows how deeply she loves her children (“carnalissima dei figlie … la vedea”).147 As he repudiates her and later invites her to come back to prepare his wedding, however, the narrator no longer remains silent about her interiority. He refers to Griselda’s inward sadness and torment on three occasions in vivid terms, as if it grieved her more to hear about the dissolution of her marriage and Gualtieri’s second marriage to another woman than losing her babies: “La donna, sentendo queste cose e parendole dovere sperare di ritornare a casa del padre … e vedere a un’altra donna tener colui al quale ella voleva tutto il suo bene, forte in se medesima si dolea”; “La donna, udendo queste parole, non senza grandissima fatica, oltre alla natura delle femine, ritenne le lagrime”; “Come che queste parole fossero tutte coltella al cuor di Griselda, come a colei che non aveva cosí potuto por giú l’amore che ella gli portava come fatto aveva la buona fortuna”.148 Thus, Boccaccio plays with the mater dolorosa figure and turns her into an “uxor dolorosa”, whose pain arises not from her husband’s death but rather from divorce. In other words, in applying the Virgin’s usual attributes of passive acceptance and the “coltella al cuor” to Griselda during her marriage dissolution, Boccaccio transforms the holy sorrow of Christ’s mother into a very secular, earthly grief, apparently not designed by God but merely by her worldly husband.

A similar process occurs when the novella seems to refer to Abraham’s sacrifice or echoes Job’s trials as she delivers her parting speech.149 Even if, like Abraham, she is willing to let her children be killed or, like Job, have every possession taken from her, she is not tested by God but by Gualtieri. Furthermore, unlike Job, Griselda retains her physical health. It is true that in a similar way to Job’s confrontation to God with his innocence, claiming that he does not deserve to be treated in such a terrible way, Griselda reminds Gualtieri that in making her return everything he gave her during their married life, he also asks her to become shamefully naked. However, the marquis’s reaction clearly does not match God’s, thereby preventing any sort of parallel between them and highlighting the limits of Gualtieri’s earthly powers. Whereas God reminds Job of his almighty powerfulness and wisdom, causing Job to humbly repent, Griselda not only obtains a smock to cover her nakedness but arouses tears in her husband, who is then forced to hold them back (“Gualtieri, che maggior voglia di piagnere aveva che d’altro”).150 Moreover, the marquis’s tears seem to signify that Griselda makes her husband start to repent or feel ashamed of his continuous testing of her, thereby reversing the parallelism with the Book of Job.151

Here, one could object that Gualtieri does not actually stand for God, or at least he only stands for God indirectly. It is indirect in so far as Gualtieri acts as his instrument, or rather the instrument of Fortune, because as Branca remarks, “[s]empre Griselda parla soltanto di ‘cattiva’ o di ‘nemica’ fortuna, mai della volontà di Gualtieri”.152 Fortune at the time was a changing concept, and some still adhered to the medieval view of Fortune as the embodiment of God’s providence, whose fickleness could deprive people of their material goods or cause their enterprises to fail as much as it could make them wealthy and successful. Fortune, according to thinkers from Augustine and Boethius to Dante, was part of God’s order, and the expression, however unexpected or unjustifiable in appearance, of his providential plans. Fortune was also the means to manifest one’s virtue, and virtue was the means to bear its blows. Consequently, from this perspective, the intention behind the testing may be God’s will. However, during the fourteenth century, the concept of Fortune started to evolve towards the more secular meaning of “chance”,153 whereas virtue, especially in the form of intelligence or reason, began to be more than the mere acceptance of “bad Fortune”. Rather, it becomes more clearly the means to turn “bad Fortune” into “good Fortune”. In other words, virtue can overcome Fortune’s power to ruin one’s life. If Fortune can be reversed, it therefore loses its divine attributes and can no longer represent God’s providence.

In the Decameron as a whole, Fortune, though capricious and capable of affecting men’s successes and possessions in the manner of a divine entity, is not ineluctable and can also be sometimes reversed through men’s “ingegnio”.154 However, in the case of the last novella, one can doubt whether Fortune has anything to do with Griselda’s losses. Although Fortune may have led Gualtieri to set eyes on her and choose her to be his wife, her trials, on the contrary, appear less likely to be due to the workings of Fortune. A comparison with the other novellas helps to shed light on the fact that this instrument of God’s providence is not what is at play in the last story of the Decameron. For example, throughout the novellas of the second day, the way the protagonists regain their wealth or are reunited with their lost children is entirely fortuitous and often occasioned by unexpected encounters enabling them to be restored to their former happy state. On the contrary, Griselda’s loss of her daughter, son, husband, noble status, and possessions, as well as her recovery of them, can hardly be considered as fortuity because, by his own admission, Gualtieri had planned everything (“a antiveduto fine operava”).155 In contrast, in the first novella of Day X, the King of Spain leaves room for Fortune to intervene by giving Ruggieri the choice between two chests, one full of earth and the other full of jewels. The marquis, meanwhile, does not leave Fortune with any potential to interfere. Griselda faces a different kind of choice from Ruggieri’s: It is not between two objects but rather between two actions, obeying and disobeying (i.e. between virtue and sin). Fortune has no influence over men’s decisions to behave virtuously or not, only over their social status, wealth, and reunion with, or separation from, family members. Fortune cannot have any power over men’s preferences for virtue or sin, because God granted them the free will to make moral choices for which they are accountable for in front of earthly judges and ultimately before the Lord. Thus, when the narrator describes the novella’s events from Griselda’s perspective, qualifying the first two trials as “ingiurie della fortuna”156 and her repudiation and return to her father’s place as a “fiero assalto della nemica fortuna”,157 this is merely describing Griselda’s own perception and understanding of what has happened to her. It does not mean, however, that her own perception is accurate, especially since she has only a partial and limited access to the truth: she does not know that her children are alive or that her husband never intended to marry another woman.

It thus seems that each time Boccaccio provides hints at a possible allegorical reading of Griselda’s life, he reduces it to an earthly, secular reality, thus preventing the allegory from surviving or having an actual existence of its own in parallel with the literal meaning. If there is no allegorical level to the novella, what are we to make of Griselda’s supposed virtue of obedience? One way to answer this question is to assess her submission in terms of its moral acceptability within the limits of Christian ethics.

According to Aquinas, obedience is a moral virtue which pertains to justice.158 Aquinas adopted Aristotle’s view that virtues are “potentiae naturae”, which are brought to a state of perfection through habit or repetition of a virtuous action (i.e. a “habitus operativus”).159 As already mentioned in the previous chapter, Gualtieri chooses Griselda for her “costumi”, which he interpreted as a sign that he could live a quiet and happy life with her.160 This suggests that Gualtieri saw in Griselda “potentiae naturae” or “virtues in potential”. Among the latter, the marquis seems to value obedience above all, since he asks her if she would be acquiescent and obedient to him in every circumstance (“se ella sempre… s’ingegnerebbe di compiacergli e di niuna cosa che egli dicesse o facesse non turbarsi, e se ella sarebbe obediente e simili altre cose assai”).161 This kind of obedience is considered a form of courage that Aristotle distinguishes from manly courage in his Politics: “the temperance of woman and that of a man are not the same, nor their courage and justice, as Socrates thought, but the one is the courage of command, and the other that of subordination, and the case is similar with the other virtues”.162

In the writings of the early Christians and until Aquinas, women’s submission to their male counterparts—be they father, brother, or husband—was not only sanctioned by the Bible163 but also considered part of natural law164 (i.e. women’s natural propensity to be weaker and less capable of reason than men). This is a concept reinforced by the rediscovery of Aristotelian writings and in particular his political and medical treatises165:

Ad secundum dicendum quod duplex est subiectio. Una servilis, secundum quam praesidens utitur subiecto ad sui ipsius utilitatem et talis subiectio introducta est post peccatum. Est autem alia subiectio oeconomica vel civilis, secundum quam praesidens utitur subiectis ad eorum utilitatem et bonum. Et ista subiectio fuisset etiam ante peccatum, defuisset enim bonum ordinis in humana multitudine, si quidam per alios sapientiores gubernati non fuissent. Et sic ex tali subiectione naturaliter femina subiecta est viro, quia naturaliter in homine magis abundat discretio rationis. Nec inaequalitas hominum excluditur per innocentiae statum, ut infra dicetur.166

Although Aquinas thus explains that even in the state of Innocence, it was natural that Eve should be subjected to Adam, this does not mean that all women after the Fall followed natural law and submitted to their husbands without being taught to do so. As such, it is a propensity that individuals, both male and female, possess in potential but needs to be trained.

Consequently, we might argue that Gualtieri gives Griselda opportunities to practice, or rather perform, “obedient acts” so as to transform or mature her “obedience potential” or “moral disposition to obedience” into full obedience or courage as a wifely virtue. The idea that virtuous dispositions have to be trained from childhood onwards is sanctioned by Griselda herself. At the end of the novella, when Gualtieri asks her opinion about his supposedly new bride, she considers that her education and the habits she adopted with her father during her harsh childhood in countryside poverty were a form of a “training” that helped her sustain the trials. The young lady whom Gualtieri pretends to marry, in contrast, was raised in a noble environment and therefore, according to Griselda, unable to endure such treatment (“quelle punture, le quali all’altre, che vostra fu, … non diate a questa, ché appena che io creda che ella le potesse sostenere, sí perché piú giovane è e sí ancora perché in dilicatezze è allevata”).167 In other words, the “continue fatiche” that Griselda experienced “da piccolina” prepared her and gave her sufficient practice for her virtues to bear her husband’s testing.168 Griselda thus agrees with Aristotle that “[i]t is therefore not of small moment whether we are trained from childhood in one set of habits or another; on the contrary it is of very great, or rather of supreme importance”.169 Gualtieri also seems to have conceived his trials as a form of training when he justifies them as a means to teach her to be a good wife: “ciò che io faceva a antiveduto fine operava, volendoti [i.e. Griselda] insegnar d’esser moglie”.170 Thus, “esser moglie” for the marquis means a wife should be obedient to her husband in every circumstance; in other words, she should display the feminine version of the virtue of courage that Aristotle describes. While this may seem straightforward, the moral problem or edge case stems from the extent to which a wife should obey her husband and whether indeed she should obey in every situation.

According to Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, “moral qualities [i.e. virtues] are so constituted as to be destroyed by excess and by deficiency”, but they are “preserved by the observance of the mean”.171 This was also true according to medieval Christian ethics. Aquinas explains that a person can be excessively obedient or, on the contrary, insufficiently compliant with what is demanded:

Attenditur autem eius superfluum non quidem secundum quantum, sed secundum alias circumstantias, inquantum scilicet aliquis obedit vel cui non debet vel in quibus sicut etiam supra de religione dictum est. Potest etiam dici quod sicut in iustitia superfluum est in eo qui retinet alienum, diminutum autem in eo cui non redditur quod debetur, ut philosophus dicit, in V Ethic.; ita etiam obedientia medium est inter superfluum quod attenditur ex parte eius qui subtrahit superiori obedientiae debitum, quia superabundat in implendo propriam voluntatem, diminutum autem ex parte superioris cui non obeditur. Unde secundum hoc, obedientia non erit medium duarum malitiarum, sicut supra de iustitia dictum est.172

Although it is unclear in this passage under which exact circumstances one ought not to obey, Aquinas comes back to the issue to specify that even if the Scriptures state that a servant or a child must obey his master or father, respectively, “in omnibus”, God’s law has precedence over man’s law. As Act 5: 29 states: “obedire oportet Deo magis quam hominibus”. He therefore argues that if the orders are against God, one should not obey (“Sed quandoque praecepta praelatorum sunt contra Deum. Ergo non in omnibus praelatis est obediendum”).173 Consequently, when a parent or master gives an order that goes contrary to God’s precepts, if someone obeys, this person then falls into excess and sin.

Several questions arise from this: Can we consider Griselda’s obedience as excessive and therefore sinful? Is this true for all the parts of her trials or just some? Critics have displayed a tendency to overlook Griselda’s repudiation and have more closely examined the fact that she accepts having her children killed. Modern readers are usually more puzzled by the fact that Griselda passively yields her children to a certain death than by her acceptance of being sent back to her father.174 However, from the point of view of medieval Christian ethics, infanticide, which is essentially murder, is as much a sin as the dissolution of a marriage. While murder goes against God’s Ten Commandments, marriage, as a sacrament, was considered a sign of God’s grace, and this sacramental status ensured its indissolubility and turned its complete dissolution into a transgression of divine law, except in the cases where some impediment could prove that the marriage bond was invalid in the first place.175 The marquis, of course, dissimulates, and he never actually says that he wishes to have their daughter and their son killed, neither does he really want to divorce from Griselda.
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