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Chaucer’s Anelida and Arcite comes across as a reasonably straightforward lament of a woman who has been seduced and unceremoniously dumped by a dishonest lover.  However, it might be argued that Chaucer is poking fun at women or relationships in general.  Most notable is that the entire poem really focuses on Anelida.  Arcite comes off as the perfect cardboard cutout of cad, his new lover is even less important in her particulars.  It wouldn’t be a big stretch to only focus on Anelida then to find possible commentary within.  Her extended tale is very reminiscent of Dido simultaneously expressing her love and hate for Aeneas.  The following mix of emotions becomes almost a mantra as the poem goes on:

My swete foo, why do ye so, for shame?

And thenke ye that furthered be your name

To love a newe, and ben untrewe? Nay!

And putte yow in sclaunder now and blame,

And do to me adversite and grame,

That love yow most – God, wel, thou wost – alway?

Yet come ayein, and yet be pleyn som day,

And than shal this, that now is mys, be game,

And al foryive, while that I live may. (272-280)

In essence, she tells him how poorly and shamefully he has treated her but that she’d forget the whole thing if he at least pretends he has mended his ways.  Chaucer repeatedly buts these bitter denunciations right up against offers to take him right back.  She begins to resemble the stereotype of the irrational female that falls so easily for a bad boy, even though she knows perfectly well that he’s a terrible human being.  


The other noticeable aspect is the portrayal of relationships as power struggles.  Arcite has found himself someone new and the reader is vaguely gratified to hear that his new lover is the one dominating him now.  He is described as having been “caught up in another les.” (232)   “Les” has many meanings in Middle English but the most logical here is “leash”, especially because it follows (and hopefully is supposed to rhyme with) “pes” or “peace”.  Further on, Anelida equates having Arcite back to having “yow in my cheyne” (284), or on her “chain”.  Her possession of him comes across as her real fantasy, not just having him back.  Chaucer maybe considers a relationship or marriage to as much resemble subjugation and servitude as the mutual expression of love.  Either way, these passages might indicate something more than just the sad story of a jilted lover.
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