
Truth 
 
Balade de Bon Conseyl 
 
Flee fro the prees, and dwelle with sothfastnesse;     1 
Suffyce unto thy thing, though it be smal, 
For hord hath hate, and climbing tikelnesse, 
Prees hath envye, and wele blent overal. 
Savour no more thanne thee bihove shal,      5 
Reule wel thyself, that other folk canst rede, 
And trouthe thee shal delivere, it is no drede.      7 
 
Tempest thee noght al croked to redresse         8 
In trust of hir that turneth as a bal; 
Gret reste stant in litel besinesse.       10 
Be war therfore to sporne ayeyns an al, 
Stryve not, as doth the crokke with the wal. 
Daunte thyself, that dauntest otheres dede, 
And trouthe thee shal delivere, it is no drede.      14 
 
That thee is sent, receyve in buxumnesse;      15 
The wrastling for this world axeth a fal. 
Her is non hoom, her nis but wildernesse: 
Forth, pilgrim, forth! Forth, beste, out of thy stal! 
Know thi contree, look up, thank God of al; 
Hold the heye wey and lat thy gost thee lede,      20 
And trouthe thee shal delivere, it is no drede. 
 

Envoy 
 
Therfore, thou Vache, leve thyn old wrechednesse;     22 
Unto the world leve now to be thral. 
Crye him mercy, that of his hy goodnesse 
Made thee of noght, and in especial       25 
Draw unto him, and pray in general 
For thee, and eek for other, hevenlich mede; 
And trouthe thee shal delivere, it is no drede.      28 
 
- Riverside edition 
http://academics.vmi.edu/english/audio/Truth_Yager.html 
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Fortune 
 
Balades de Visage sanz Peinture 
 
I. Le Pleintif counter Fortune 
 
This wrecched worldes transmutacioun,     1 
As wele or wo, now povre and now honour, 
Withouten ordre or wys discrecioun 
Governed is by Fortunes errour. 
But natheles, the lak of hir favour      5 
Ne may nat don me singen though I dye, 
Jay tout perdu mon temps et mon labour; 
For fynally, Fortune, I thee defye.      8 
 
Yit is me left the light of my resoun 
To knowen frend fro fo in thy mirour.     10 
So muchel hath yit thy whirling up and doun 
Ytaught me for to knowen in an hour. 
But trewely, no force of thy reddour 
To him that over himself hath the maystrye. 
My suffisaunce shal be my socour,      15 
For fynally Fortune, I thee defye. 
 
O Socrates, thou stidfast champioun, 
She never mighte be thy tormentour; 
Thou never dreddest hir oppressioun, 
Ne in hir chere founde thou no savour.     20 
Thou knewe wel the deceit of hir colour, 
And that hir moste worshipe is to lye. 
I knowe hir eek a fals dissimulour, 
For fynally, Fortune, I thee defye! 
 
II. La respounse de Fortune au Pleintif 
 
No man is wrecched but himself it wene,     25 
And he that hath himself hath suffisaunce. 
Why seystow thanne I am to thee so kene, 
That hast thyself out of my governaunce? 
Sey thus: "Graunt mercy of thyn haboundaunce 
That thou hast lent or this.' Why wolt thou stryve?    30 
What wostow yit how I thee wol avaunce? 
And eek thou hast thy beste frend alyve. 
 
I have thee taught divisioun bitwene 
Frend of effect and frend of countenaunce; 



Thee nedeth nat the galle of noon hyene,     35 
That cureth eyen derked for penaunce; 
Now seestow cleer that were in ignoraunce. 
Yit halt thyn ancre and yit thou mayst arryve 
Ther bountee berth the keye of my substaunce, 
And eek thou hast thy beste frend alyve.     40 
 
How many have I refused to sustene 
Sin I thee fostred have in thy plesaunce. 
Woltow than make a statut on thy quene 
That I shal been ay at thyn ordinaunce? 
Thou born art in my regne of variaunce,     45 
Aboute the wheel with other most thou dryve. 
My lore is bet than wikke is thy grevaunce, 
And eek thou hast thy beste frend alyve. 
 
III. La respounse du Pleintif countre Fortune 
 
Thy lore I dampne; it is adversitee. 
My frend maystow nat reven, blind goddesse;    50 
That I thy frendes knowe, I thanke it thee. 
Tak hem agayn, lat hem go lye on presse. 
The negardye in keping hir richesse 
Prenostik is thou wolt hir tour assayle; 
Wikke appetyt comth ay before syknesse.     55 
In general, this reule may nat fayle. 
 
La respounse de Fortune countre le Pleintif 
 
Thou pinchest at my mutabilitee 
For I thee lente a drope of my richesse, 
And now me lyketh to withdrawe me.[Riv., p. 653] 
Why sholdestow my realtee oppresse?     60 
The see may ebbe and flowen more or lesse; 
The welkne hath might to shyne, reyne, or hayle; 
Right so mot I kythen my brotelnesse. 
In general, this reule may nat fayle. 
 
Lo, th'execucion of the majestee      65 
That al purveyeth of his rightwysnesse,      
That same thing "Fortune'" clepen ye, 
Ye blinde bestes ful of lewdednesse. 
The hevene hath propretee of sikernesse. 
This world hath ever resteles travayle;     70 
Thy laste day is ende of myn intresse. 
In general, this reule may nat fayle. 



 
Lenvoy de Fortune 
 
Princes, I prey you of your gentilesse 
Lat nat this man on me thus crye and pleyne, 
And I shal quyte you your bisinesse      75 
At my requeste, as three of you or tweyne, 
And but you list releve him of his peyne, 
Preyeth his beste frend of his noblesse 
That to som beter estat he may atteyne.     79 
 
(Source: http://oldpoetry.com/poetry/435) 
 
 

 
Gentilesse 
 
Moral Balade of Chaucier 
 
The firste stok, fader of gentilesse --        1 
What man that claymeth gentil for to be 
Must folowe his trace, and alle his wittes dresse 
Vertu to sewe, and vyces for to flee. 
For unto vertu longeth dignitee,       5 
And noght the revers, saufly dar I deme, 
Al were he mytre, croune, or diademe. 
 
This firste stok was ful of rightwisnesse, 
Trewe of his word, sobre, pitous, and free, 
Clene of his gost, and loved besinesse,      10 
Ayeinst the vyce of slouthe, in honestee; 
And, but his heir love vertu, as dide he, 
He is noght gentil, thogh he riche seme, 
Al were he mytre, croune, or diademe. 
 
Vyce may wel be heir to old richesse;      15 
But ther may no man, as men may wel see, 
Bequethe his heir his vertuous noblesse, 
That is appropred unto no degree, 
But to the firste fader in magestee, 
That maketh his heir him that can him queme,     20 
Al were he mytre, croune, or diademe. 
 
 

Glosses and Notes 

http://oldpoetry.com/poetry/435


Al:  Although 
Appropred:  Given into the possession of, appropriated to the use of. 
Ayeinst:  Against. 
Clene: Clean, pure, unmixed. 
Diademe: A crown or a cloth headband; an imperial crown. 
Fader: Father, parent, ancestor. 
Gentilesse: Gentilesse of birth or character, nobility, courtesy, high breeding, delicacy, 
slenderness. 
Gost:  Spirit, soul. 
Longeth:  Belongs. 
Mytre:  Bishop's crown. 
Queme:  Please, satisfy. 
Saufly: With safety. 
Stok: Stock, race, origin. 
Trace:  Path, track. 
Vyce: Vice, fault, error, defect. 
Were:  Wear. 
 
Prepared by Jessica Ramirez Torres 
http://english.edgewood.edu/chaucer-poems/gen_text.htm 
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Selections from Boethius

Selections from Boethius, Consolation of Philosophy, on "Fortune"

-- Book II, Prose 8 (from U. Va. Etext edition, pp. 53-54). 

"It is a strange thing that I am trying to say, and for that reason I can scarcely explain myself in 
words. I think that ill fortune is of greater advantage to men than good fortune. Good fortune is 
ever lying when she seems to favour by an appearance of happiness. Ill fortune is ever true when 
by her changes she shews herself inconstant. The one deceives; the other edifies. The one by a 
deceitful appearance of good things enchains the minds of those who enjoy them: the other frees 
them by a knowledge that happiness is so fragile. You see, then, that the one is blown about by 
winds, is ever moving and ever ignorant of its own self ; the other is sober, ever prepared and ever 
made provident by the undergoing of its very adversities. Lastly, good fortune draws men from the 
straight path of true good by her fawning: ill fortune draws most men to the true good, and holds 
them back by her curved staff."

-- Book IV, Prose 7, from the U.VA Etext edition.

"'Do you see now,' she continued,' what follows upon all that we have said? ' 

'What is it?' I asked. 

'That all fortune is plainly good,' she answered. 

'How can that be? ' said I. 

'Consider this,' she said: 'all fortune, whether pleasant or difficult, is due to this cause; it is for the 
sake of rewarding the good or exercising their virtue, and of punishing and correcting bad men: 
therefore it is plain that all this fortune which is allowed to be just or expedient, must be good.' 

'Yes,' I said,' that is a true argument, and when I think of the Providence or Fate about which you 
have taught me, the conclusion rests upon strong foundations. But if it please you, let us count it 
among those conclusions which you a little while ago set down as inconceivable.' 

'Why?' she asked. 

'Because it is a commonplace saying among men -- indeed an especially frequent one -- that some 
people have bad fortune.' 

'Would you then have us approach more nearly the common conversation of men, lest we should 
seem to withdraw too far from human ways?' 

'If you will,' I said. 

http://chss.montclair.edu/english/furr/mel/consphil.html (1 of 3) [9/4/2004 5:39:46 PM]
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Selections from Boethius

Page 137

'Do you not think that that, which is advantageous, is good?' 

'Yes.' 

'And that fortune, which exercises or corrects, is advantageous? ' 

'I agree,' said I. 

'Then it is good, is it not? ' 

'It must be so.' 

'This is the fortune of those who are either firmly set in virtue and struggling against their 
difficulties, or of those who would leave their vices and take the path of virtue? ' 

'That is true,' I said. 

'But what of that pleasant fortune which is granted as a reward to good men? Do most people 
perceive that it is bad? No; but, as is true, they esteem it the best. And what of the last kind of 
fortune, which is hard and which restrains bad men by just punishment? Is that commonly held to 
be good? ' 

'No,' said I,' it is held to be the most miserable of all that can be imagined.' 

'Beware lest in following the common conception, we come to some truly inconceivable 
conclusion.' 

'What do you mean? ' 

'From what we have allowed,' she said,' it results that the fortune of those who are in possession of 
virtue, or are gaining it, or advancing therein, is entirely good, whatever it be, while for those who 
remain in wickedness, their fortune is the worst.' 

'That is true, but who would dare confess it? ' 

Page 138

'For this reason a wise man should never complain, whenever he is brought into strife with 
fortune; just as a brave man cannot properly be disgusted whenever the noise of battle is heard, 
since for both of them their very difficulty is their opportunity, for the brave man of increasing his 
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Selections from Boethius

glory, for the wise man of confirming and strengthening his wisdom. From this is virtue itself so 
named,1 because it is so supported by its strength that it is not overcome by adversity. And you 
who were set in the advance of virtue have not come to this pass of being dissipated by delights, or 
enervated by pleasure; but you fight too bitterly against all fortune. Keep the middle path of 
strength and virtue, lest you be overwhelmed by misfortune or corrupted by pleasant fortune. All 
that falls short or goes too far ahead, has contempt for happiness, and gains not the reward for 
labour done. It rests in your own hands what shall be the nature of the fortune which you choose to 
form for yourself. For all fortune which seems difficult, either exercises virtue, or corrects or 
punishes vice. "

The University of Virginia E-Text Library Home Page is:

http://etext.lib.virginia.edu/
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Selections from Augustine, 'On Christian Doctrine'

Selections from Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, on-line at Wheaton College, "The Christian 
Classics Ethereal Library, 

2. All instruction is either about things or about signs; but things are learnt by means of signs. I 
now use the word "thing" in a strict sense, to signify that which is never employed as a sign of 
anything else: for example, wood, stone, cattle, and other things of that kind. Not, however, the 
wood which we read Moses cast into the bitter waters to make them sweet, nor the stone which 
Jacob used as a pillow, nor the ram which Abraham offered up instead of his son; for these, 
though they are things, are also signs of other things. There are signs of another kind, those which 
are never employed except as signs: for example, words. No one uses words except as signs of 
something else…

. There are some things, then, which are to be enjoyed, others which are to be used, others still 
which enjoy and use. Those things which are objects of enjoyment make us happy. Those things 
which are objects of use assist, and (so to speak) support us in our efforts after happiness, so that 
we can attain the things that make us happy and rest in them. We ourselves, again, who enjoy and 
use these things, being placed among both kinds of objects, if we set ourselves to enjoy those 
which we ought to use, are hindered in our course, and sometimes even led away from it; so that, 
getting entangled in the love of lower gratifications, we lag behind in, or even altogether turn back 
from, the pursuit of the real and proper objects of enjoyment.

4. For to enjoy a thing is to rest with satisfaction in it for its own sake. To use, on the other hand, 
is to employ whatever means are at one's disposal to obtain what one desires, if it is a proper 
object of desire; for an unlawful use ought rather to be called an abuse. Suppose, then, we were 
wanderers in a strange country, and could not live happily away from our fatherland, and that we 
felt wretched in our wandering, and wishing to put an end to our misery, determined to return 
home. We find, however, that we must make use of some mode of conveyance, either by land or 
water, in order to reach that fatherland where our enjoyment is to commence. But the beauty of the 
country through which we pass, and the very pleasure of the motion, charm our hearts, and turning 
these things which we ought to use into objects of enjoyment, we become unwilling to hasten the 
end of our journey; and becoming engrossed in a factitious delight, our thoughts are diverted from 
that home whose delights would make us truly happy. Such is a picture of our condition in this life 
of mortality. We have wandered far from God; and if we wish to return to our Father's home, this 
world must be used, not enjoyed, that so the invisible things of God may be clearly seen, being 
understood by the things that are made,--that is, that by means of what is material and temporary 
we may lay hold upon that which is spiritual and eternal.

20. Among all these things, then, those only are the true objects of enjoyment which we have 
spoken of as eternal and unchangeable. The rest are for use, that we may be able to arrive at the 
full enjoyment of the former. We, however, who enjoy and use other things are things ourselves. 
For a great thing truly is man, made after the image and similitude of God, not as respects the 
mortal body in which he is clothed, but as respects the rational soul by which he is exalted in 
honour above the beasts. And so it becomes an important question, whether men ought to enjoy, 
or to use, themselves, or to do both. For we are commanded to love one another: but it is a 
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Selections from Augustine, 'On Christian Doctrine'

question whether man is to be loved by man for his own sake, or for the sake of something else. If 
it is for his own sake, we enjoy him; if it is for the sake of something else, we use him. It seems to 
me, then, that he is to be loved for the sake of something else. For if a thing is to be loved for its 
own sake, then in the enjoyment of it consists a happy life, the hope of which at least, if not yet the 
reality, is our comfort in the present time. But a curse is pronounced on him who places his hope 
in man. (Jer.17:5)

22. Those things which are objects of use are not all, however, to be loved, but those only which 
are either united with us in a common relation to God, such as a man or an angel, or are so related 
to us as to need the goodness of God through our instrumentality, such as the body. For assuredly 
the martyrs did not love the wickedness of their persecutors, although they used it to attain the 
favour of God. As, then, there are four kinds of things that are to be loved,--first, that which is 
above us; second, ourselves; third, that which is on a level with us; fourth, that which is beneath 
us…

26. Man, therefore, ought to be taught the due measure of loving, that is, in what measure he may 
love himself so as to be of service to himself…

28. Now he is a man of just and holy life who forms an unprejudiced estimate of things, and keeps 
his affections also under strict control, so that he neither loves what he ought not to love, nor fails 
to love what he ought to love, nor loves that more which ought to be loved less, nor loves that 
equally which ought to be loved either less or more, nor loves that less or more which ought to be 
loved equally. No sinner is to be loved as a sinner; and every man is to be loved as a man for 
God's sake; but God is to be loved for His own sake…

37. …For when the thing that we love is near us, it is a matter of course that it should bring delight 
with it. And if you pass beyond this delight, and make it a means to that which you are 
permanently to rest in, you are using it, and it is an abuse of language to say that you enjoy it. But 
if you cling to it, and rest in it, finding your happiness complete in it, then you may be truly and 
properly said to enjoy it. And this we must never do except in the case of the Blessed Trinity, who 
is the Supreme and Unchangeable God.

39. … The whole temporal dispensation for our salvation, therefore, was framed by the 
providence of God that we might know this truth and be able to act upon it; and we ought to use 
that dispensation, not with such love and delight as if it were a good to rest in, but with a transient 
feeling rather, such as we have towards the road, or carriages, or other things that are merely 
means…

40. Whoever, then, thinks that he understands the Holy Scriptures, or any part of them, but puts 
such an interpretation upon them as does not tend to build up this twofold love of God and our 
neighbour, does not yet understand them as he ought. If, on the other hand, a man draws a 
meaning from them that may be used for the building up of love, even though he does not happen 
upon the precise meaning which the author whom he reads intended to express in that place, his 
error is not pernicious, and he is wholly clear from the charge of deception… 
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Giovanni Boccaccio, on Poetry (Geneal. Deor. XIV)

Giovanni Boccaccio, on allegory and poetry in The Genealogies of the Pagan 
Gods (Genealogie Deorum), Book 14.

From Genealogie Deorum XIV, 7:

This poetry, which ignorant triflers cast aside, is a sort of fervid and 
exquisite invention, with fervid expression, in speech or writing, of that 
which the mind has invented. It proceeds from the bosom of God, and few, I 
find, are the souls in whom this gift is born; indeed so wonderful a gift it 
is that true poets have always been the rarest of men. This fervor of poesy 
is sublime in its effects: it impels the soul to a longing for utterance; it 
brings forth strange and unheard-of creations of the mind; it arranges these 
meditations in a fixed order, adorns the whole composition with unusual 
interweaving of words and thoughts; and thus it veils truth in a fair and 
fitting garment of fiction. Further, if in any case the invention so 
requires, it can arm kings, marshal them for war, launch whole fleets from 
their docks, nay, counterfeit sky, land, sea, adorn young maidens with 
flowery garlands, portray human character in its various phases, awake the 
idle, stimulate the dull, restrain the rash, subdue the criminal, and 
distinguish excellent men with their proper meed of praise: these, and many 
other such, are the effects of poetry. Yet if any man who has received the 
gift of poetic fervor shall imperfectly fulfil its function here described, 
he is not, in my opinion, a laudable poet. For, however deeply the poetic 
impulse stirs the mind to which it is granted, it very rarely accomplishes 
anything commendable if the instruments by which its concepts are to be 
wrought out are wanting -- I mean, for example, the precepts of grammar and 
rhetoric, an abundant knowledge of which is opportune. I grant that many a 
man already writes his mother tongue admirably, and indeed has performed 
each of the various duties of poetry as such; yet over and above this, it is 
necessary to know at least the principles of the other Liberal Arts, both 
moral and natural, to possess a strong and abundant vocabulary, to behold 
the monuments and relics of the Ancients, to have in one's memory the 
histories of the nations, and to be familiar with the geography of various 
lands, of seas, rivers and mountains.

Furthermore, places of retirement, the lovely handiwork of Nature Herself, 
are favorable to poetry, as well as peace of mind and desire for worldly 
glory; the ardent period of life also has very often been of great 
advantage. If these conditions fail, the power of creative genius frequently 
grows dull and sluggish.

Now since nothing proceeds from this poetic fervor, which sharpens and 
illumines the powers of the mind, except what is wrought out by art, poetry 
is generally called an art. Indeed the word poetry has not the origin that 
many carelessly suppose, namely poio, pois, which is but Latin fingo, 
fingis; rather it is derived from a very ancient Greek word poetes, which 
means in Latin exquisite discourse (exquisita locutio). For the first men 
who, thus inspired, began to employ an exquisite style of speech, such, for 
example, as song in an age hitherto unpolished, to render this unheard-of 
discourse sonorous to their hearers, let it fall in measured periods; and 
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Giovanni Boccaccio, on Poetry (Geneal. Deor. XIV)

lest by its brevity it fail to please, or on the other hand, become prolix 
and tedious, they applied to it the standard of fixed rules, and restrained 
it within a definite number of feet and syllables. Now the product of this 
studied method of speech they no longer called by the more general term 
poesy, but poem. Thus as I said above, the name of the art, as well as its 
artificial product, is derived from its effect.

Now though I allege that this science of poetry has ever streamed forth from 
the bosom of God upon souls while even yet in their tenderest years, these 
enlightened cavilers will perhaps say that they cannot trust my words. To 
any fair-minded man the fact is valid enough from its constant recurrence. 
Rut for these dullards I must cite witnesses to it. If, then, they will read 
what Cicero, a philosopher rather than a poet, says in his oration delivered 
before the senate in behalf of Aulus Licinius Archias, perhaps they will 
come more easily to believe me. He says: "And yet we have it on the highest 
and most learned authority, that while other arts are matters of science and 
formula and technique, poetry depends solely upon an inborn faculty, is 
evoked by a purely mental activity, and is infused with a strange supernal 
inspiration."

But not to protract this argument, it is now sufficiently clear to reverent 
men, that poetry is a practical art, springing from God's bosom and deriving 
its name from its effect, and that it has to do with many high and noble 
matters that constantly occupy even those who deny its existence. If my 
opponentss ask when and in what circumstances, tile answer is plain: the 
poets would declare with their own lips under whose help and guidance they 
compose their inventions when, for example, they raise flights of symbolic 
steps to heaven, or make thick-branching trees spring aloft to the very 
stars, or go winding about mountains to their summits. Haply, to disparage 
this art of poetry now unrecognized by them, these men will say that it is 
rhetoric which the poets employ. Indeed, I will not deny it in part, for 
rhetoric has its own inventions. Yet, in truth, among the disguises of 
fiction rhetoric has no part, for whatever is composed as under a veil, and 
thus exquisitely wrought, is poetry and poetry alone.

From Genealogie Deorum XIV, 14:

They would cease to wonder that the poets call Jove, now god of heaven, now 
lightning, now an eagle, or a man, or whatever, if they had only reminded 
themselves that Holy Write itself from time to time represents the one true 
God as sun, fire, lion, serpent, lamb, worm, or even a stone. Likewise our 
most venerable mother the Church is prefigured in the sacred books, 
sometimes as a woman clothed with the sun, or arrayed in varied garb, 
sometimes as a chariot or a ship, or an ark, a house, a temple, and the 
like. No less is this true of the Virgin Mother, or of the Great Enemy of 
mankind, as I remember to have read, time and again. I can say the same also 
of the multiplicity of sacred epithets; these applied to God alone are 
indeed innumerable at present, as are those of the Virgin Mary and the 
Church. Such forms and epithets are not devoid of mystic meaning; no more 
are those employed by poets.
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Dante Alighieri, from Book Two of The Convivio, on "The Allegory of the Poets"

[2] I say ... that the interpretation should be both literal and allegorical. For the understanding of this, it
should be realized that texts can be understood and should be explicated primarily on four levels. [3] The first
of these is called the literal level, the level which does not extend beyond the letter of the fictive discourse,
which is what the fables of the poets are. The second is called allegorical, and is hidden under the cloak of
these fables, a truth disguised under a beautiful lie; as for example when Ovid says that Orpheus with his lyre
made the wild beasts tame, and caused the trees and the stones to move, this means that the wise man with
the instrument of his voice makes cruel hearts tame and humble, and causes the wills of those who do not
have a life of learning and art to be moved (for those who do not possess the life of reason are like stones).
[41 . . . Of course, the theologian understand this sense in another way than do the poets. But because my
purpose is to follow the mode of the poets, I understand the allegorical sense as it is used by poets.

[5] The third sense is called the moral, and it is this one which teachers should seek out with most diligence
when going through texts, because of its usefulness to them and to their pupils. One may discover, for
example, from the Gospel, that when Christ went up to the mountain to be transfigured, he took only three of
the twelve disciples with him. This may be interpreted morally to mean that in the most secret affairs we
should have few companions.

[6] The fourth sense is called the anagogical, or the "sense beyond." This sense occurs when a spiritual
interpretation is to be given a test which, even though it is true on the literal level, represents the supreme
things belonging to eternal glory by means of the things it represents. It may be perceived in that song of the
Prophet which says that, in the departure of the people of Israel from Egypt, Judea was made holy and free.
[7] For even though the literal truth of this passage is clear, what it means spiritually is no less true, that in
the departure of the soul from sin, it is made holy and free in its power. [8] In bringing out this meaning, the
literal sense should always come first, it being the meaning in which the others are contained and without
which it would be impossible and irrational to come to an understanding of the others, particularly the
allegorical. [9[ It would be impossible because, in the case of anything which has an outside and an inside, it
is impossible to come to the inside without first coming to the outside. Thus, since in a text the literal
meaning is always the outside, it is impossible to come to the others, particularly the allegorical, without first
coming to the literal. 
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Dante Alighieri: from Letter X: to Can Grande della Scala

(emphasis added -- GF)

For the clarification of what I am going to say, then, it should he understood that
there is not just a single sense in this work: it might rather be called
polysemous, that is, having several senses. For the first sense is that which is
contained in the letter, while there is another which is contained in what is
signified by the letter. The first is called literal, while the second is called
allegorical. or moral or anagogical. And in order to make this manner of treatment
clear, it can be applied to the following verses: "When Israel went out of Egypt,
the house of Jacob from a barbarous people, Judea was made his sanctuary, Israel
his dominion." [Psalm 93:1-2] Now if we look at the letter alone what is signified
to us is the departure of the sons of Israel from Egypt during the time of Moses;
if at the allegory, what is signified to us is our redemption through Christ; if at
the moral sense, what is signified to us is the conversion of the soul from the
sorrow and misery of sin to the state of grace; if at the anagogical, what is
signified to us is the departure of the sanctified soul from bondage to the
corruption of this world into the freedom of eternal glory. And although these
mystical senses are called by various names, they may all be called allegorical,
since they are all different from the literal or historical. For allegory is
derived from the Greek alleon which means in Latin alienus ("belonging to another")
or diversus ("different").
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Richard de Bury, from Philobiblon ("The Book-Lover"), on Allegory and Poetry.

CHAPTER XIII 

All the varieties of attack directed against the poets by the lovers of naked truth may be 
repelled by a two-fold defense: either that even in an unseemly subject-matter we may learn 
a charming fashion of speech, or that where a fictitious but becoming subject is handled, 
natural or historical truth is pursued under the guise of allegorical fiction. 

Although it is true that all men naturally desire knowledge, yet they do not all take the same 
pleasure in learning. On the contrary, when they have experienced the labor of study and find their 
senses wearied most men inconsiderately fling away the nut, before they have broken the shell and 
reached the kernel.' For man is naturally fond of two things, namely, freedom from control and 
some pleasure in his activity; for which reason no one without reason submits himself to the 
control of others, or willingly engages in any tedious task. For pleasure crowns activity, as beauty 
is a crown to youth, as Aristotle truly asserts in the tenth book of the Ethics.' Accordingly the 
wisdom of the ancients devised a remedy by which to entice the wanton minds of men by a kind 
of pious fraud, the delicate Minerva secretly lurking beneath the mask of pleasure. We are wont to 
allure children by rewards, that they may cheerfully learn what we force them to study even 
though they are unwilling. For our fallen nature does not tend to virtue with the same enthusiasm 
with which it rushes into vice. Horace has expressed this for us in a brief verse of the Ars Poetica, 
where he says: 

All poets sing to profit or delight. (l. 333)

And he has plainly intimated the same thing in another verse of the same book, where he says: 

He hits the mark, who mingles joy with use. (l. 343)

So much we have alleged in defense of the poets; and now we proceed to show that those who 
study them with proper intent are not to be condemned in regard to them. For our ignorance of one 
single word prevents the understanding of a whole long sentence. As now the sayings of the saints 
frequently allude to the inventions of the poets, it must needs happen that through our not knowing 
the poem referred to, the whole meaning of the author is completely obscured, and assuredly as 
Cassiodorus says in his book of the Institutes of Sacred Literature: "Those things are not to be 
considered trifles without which great things cannot come to pass." It follows therefore that 
through ignorance of poetry we do not understand Jerome, Augustine, Boethius, Lactantius, 
Sidonius, and very many others, a catalogue of whom would more than fill a long chapter... 

Taking this salutary instruction to heart, let the detractors of those who study the poets henceforth 
hold their peace, and let not those who are ignorant of these things require that others should be as 
ignorant as themselves, for this is the consolation of the wretched. And therefore let every man see 
that his own intentions are upright, and he may thus make of any subject, observing the limitations 
of virtue, a study acceptable to God. And if he have found profit in poetry, as the great Virgil 
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relates that he had done in Ennius, he will not have done amiss.
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