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Geoffrey Chaucer

 

Geoffrey Chaucer was born in London, the son of a vintner, in about1342. He is known to have been a page to the Countess of Ulster in 1357, and Edward III valued him highly enough to pay a part of his ransom in 1360, after he had been captured fighting in France.

It was probably in France that Chaucer’s interest in poetry was first aroused. Certainly he soon began to translate the long allegorical poem of courtly love, the Roman de la Rose. His literary experience was further increased by visits to the Italy of Boccaccio on the King’s business, and he was well-read in several languages and on many topics, such as astronomy, medicine, physics, and alchemy.

Chaucer rose in royal employment, and became a knight of the shire for Kent (1385-6) and a Justice of the Peace. A lapse of favour during the temporary absence of his steady patron, John of Gaunt (to whom he was connected by his marriage), gave him time to begin organizing his unfinished Canterbury Tales. Later his fortunes revived, and at his death in 1400 he was buried in Westminster Abbey.

The order of his works is uncertain, but they include The Book of the Duchess, The House of Fame, The Parliament of Fowls, Troilus and Cressida, and a translation of Bothius’ De Consolatione Philosophiae.

 

Theodore Morrison was for many years Professor of English at Harvard. His publications include The Serpent in the Cloud, The Devious Way, and The Dream of Alcestis.

 

Each volume in The Viking Portable Library either presents a representative selection from the works of a single outstanding writer or offers a comprehensive anthology on a special subject. Averaging 700 pages in length and designed for compactness and readability, these books fill a need not met by other compilations. All are edited by distinguished authorities, who have written introductory essays and included much other helpful material.
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To the Memory of F. N. Robinson who patiently read in typescript the original edition of this book and extended every kindness that a leading Chaucerian scholar could show to a former pupil whose importunities he might as easily have dismissed.



Introduction




CHAUCER’S TIMES

Geoffrey Chaucer lived in medieval England, which despite its outlying position was bound into the medieval culture of Europe by religion, war, commerce, poetry, philosophy, and science, and by the common institutions of feudalism. This turbulent world rubbed edges with the near and even the far East. “Tamerlane’s life,” as J. L. Lowes points out, “just overlapped Chaucer’s at each end, and ... it was in the year in which Chaucer was appointed Justice of the Peace that the Great Turk boasted that he would make his horse eat oats on the high altar of St. Peter’s.” The peak of the Crusades had long passed, but, to quote Lowes again, “Chaucer’s Knight had fought in Europe, Asia, and Africa against the Moors, the Turks, the Tartars and the heathen of the North—in Turkey, Spain, Prussia, Lithuania (then a Tartar outpost) and Russia, and also with ‘that valorous champion of impossible conquests,’ Pierre de Lusignan, king of Cyprus, at the taking of Alexandria, and at Lyeys and Satalye. And the Knight was a composite portrait of men whom Chaucer personally knew.”

England was engaged during Chaucer’s lifetime and for some fifty years after his death in the Hundred Years’ War with France. Chaucer was probably born somewhat later than 1340; he died in 1400. The first celebrated English victory in the war, Crécy. occurred in 1346, and the last, Agincourt, in 1415. Joan of Arc was martyred in 1431, and the final reversal of English fortunes in the struggle began.

The dynastic claims of the English throne to continental territory do not account for the energy that sustained a century of conflict. “The Hundred Years’ War.” says G. M. Trevelyan, “was the diplomatic and military aspect of the period of transition from the feudal to the national, from the Middle Ages to the Renaissance.” The first notable action was the English naval victory at Sluys. Later England lost control of the sea for some fifteen years. Chaucer’s Merchant, in the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales, wants the sea kept open at all costs between Middleburg, in Holland, and the river Orwell. The contest involved trade, sea power, and middle-class interests. The English land victories were won by abandoning or modifying feudal tactics. The yeoman archers who decided the issue at Crécy and Agincourt against French knights who clung to chivalric arms and tactics came from a population which had not only been allowed but compelled to bear arms. The commoner brought home booty, and the noble brought home his noble French captives, who paid appropriate ransoms to their English hosts, besides dancing, flirting, banqueting, and hawking with them. The war provided outlets for other kinds of ambition also. Chaucer’s Squire, doing well for one of his age in forays through Flanders and Picardy, hoped “to stand the better in his lady’s grace.”

The war was accompanied by landmarks of social change at home. In 1348-49, the Black Death reduced the nation in sixteen months from perhaps four million to perhaps two million five hundred thousand, and “precipitated the class struggle,” in Trevelyan’s phrase, since “the market value of labor had been doubled at a stroke.” Free laborers demanded better wages; peasants bound to compulsory labor on the estates of their feudal overlords began to struggle for freedom. But while farmlafid was going back to wilderness, the war went on, still regarded as a source of plunder and profit. “Poitiers followed Crécy,” says Trevelyan, “as though half the world had not died in the interval.” In 1381, the resentments and the improved bargaining power of feudal labor broke out briefly in the Peasants’ Revolt. Wat Tyler led contingents of the rebels to London, where they killed the Archbishop of Canterbury—a tribute to the secular power of the church and its position in the social and economic structure. They also attacked the Flemish weavers who had been brought in to help develop English cloth making, evidently looking on them as unwelcome competitors; They dispersed after two meetings with the young king Richard, at which he promised concessions he did not mean to carry out, and at the second of which Wat Tyler was killed, together with his lieutenant Jack Straw (unless the latter was a contemptuous name for Tyler himself).

In the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales. the Physician, who was not a free spender, as Chaucer tells us, carefully saved up the fees he collected in time of plague. The good Parson did not desert his parish flock in favor of a sinecure singing masses for the dead, an opportunity other priests discovered after the wholesale mortality of the Black Death. The Peasants’ Revolt supplies Chaucer with a comic comparison in one of his gayest and most sophisticated tales: Jack Straw and his retinue did not make such a racket over some Fleming they were going to kill as Partlet and her sister hens made when they saw the fox carrying off Chanticleer. These allusions are characteristic. Chaucer lived in a time of social change, but he was not what we should call a social thinker, nor does his work contain what we should recognize as the note of social protest. He believes in the Church and makes unholy comedy of its abuses. He is not the man to undertake either the intellectual or the practical work of reform, as his contemporary John Wycliffe did. Wycliffe, taking the radical position that only secular influence  could reform the Church, giving reasoned support to those who had advantages to gain by opposing the local power of the papacy, and translating the Bible into current English, anticipated the work of the Reformation. though he eventually pushed his teaching to the point of heresy, and his followers, who acquired the name of Lollards, were persecuted for several generations. When Chaucer’s Host, in The Canterbury Tales,  first calls on the good parish Parson for a story, the Parson rebukes him for swearing. “I smell a Lollard in the wind,” the Host answers, and warns the company to expect a sermon. The Shipman, no very reputable character, will not listen to preaching from a Lollard. “He will sow some difficulty, or scatter tares through our clean wheat.” It is characteristic of Chaucer to see the great event, the important doctrine or movement, in its effect on some person or group of people, and to see it with a sense of humor, a sense of comic byplay and entanglement, that seldom goes to sleep or yields for long to earnestness.

In this energetic and contentious period, Chaucer sought bread and butter and comforts through preferment in the public service of three kings and another almost royal patron, John of Gaunt. Of the kings Chaucer served, the second and third, Richard II and Henry IV, received dramatic treatment at Shakespeare’s hands. To John of Gaunt, in The Tragedy of King Richard II,  Shakespeare gave his most famous speech of impassioned nationalism:This royal throne of kings, this sceptered isle ... 
This precious stone set in the silver sea ... 
This blessed plot, this earth, this realm, this England.





Chaucer was sent in 1377 on a secret continental mission with the subsequent Earl of Worcester, who later rebelled and was vanquished by Henry IV at Shrews-bury. If Chaucer had lived three years longer, as G. G. Coulton points out, he “would have seen his old fellow envoy’s head grinning down from the spikes of London Bridge side by side with ‘a quarter of Sir Harry Percy’ ” —the Harry Percy who was Shakespeare’s Hotspur. Had there been a Falstaff outside Shakespeare’s pages, Chaucer would have known him in London, an unsanitary medieval town of some forty thousand people, where together with Westminster and St. Paul’s and the Tower and the quays along the Thames were houses in which people wore their heaviest clothes in winter as they nursed their chilblains by the hearth, houses with walls so flimsy that in case of fire they could be pulled down by ropes and grapples.

In this “flower of cities all,” as Chaucer’s Scots follower Dunbar called it, books were rare and costly, and the King’s English was in the process of creation. Books in Chaucer’s day were manuscripts copied by hand and bound. A book might include copies of several or even a considerable number of separate works or compilations ; thus the sixty books that Chaucer refers to as his own constituted in his day an unusual private library. Printed books only began to appear in Europe half a century after Chaucer’s death, and not till 1475 did The  Canterbury Tales appear in an edition printed from type by Caxton, the first English printer. Reading aloud was a common form of polite entertainment, as we see when Pandarus visits Cressida in the Troilus and finds his niece and her circle listening to a girl reading the story of Thebes. Chaucer himself read aloud from his works at court, where by no means all his auditors would have been able to read for themselves. French of Norman origin gave way during Chaucer’s lifetime as the spoken language of the court and of law pleadings to the English dialect of the London region, which became the progenitor of modern English. Edward III, who reigned as  Chaucer entered life, may not have known how to address the Commons in the native tongue, but Henry IV in 1399 accepted the throne in English. “God save the King.” writes Chaucer in 1391, “who is the lord of this language.”

Chaucer’s contemporary and acquaintance John Gower, also prominent at court, wrote poems in Latin, French, and English. While Chaucer did not use the pre-Norman, Old English metric inherited from Beowulf  and Cædmon, the alliterative rum-ram-ruf of which the Parson makes fun in the prologue to his tale and which showed its expiring vigor in the contemporary poem or group of poems known as Piers Plowman, he did throw his whole strength, both as translator and poet, into the use of English as it was spoken in his day. He was the first great poet to use English and to show its capacity for expression equal to the best in other languages, but only at the cost of long being seen through a glass darkly. For it was English in process of breakdown and fresh formation, and had to undergo considerable and rapid changes before it became the English of the Renaissance and later times. “Go, little book, and since there is so great diversity in English and the writing of our tongue, I pray God that no one miswrite or mismeter you through ignorance of language, and wherever you may be read, I pray God that you may be understood.” This is Chaucer’s petition at the end of the Troilus, and it is due to the labors of a large number of scholars, especially from the latter part of the nineteenth century on, that accurate understanding of what Chaucer wrote is now possible as it would not have been for centuries after his death.




CHAUCER’S LIFE

We do not have the literary gossip about Chaucer that Johnson could record of Dryden, Addison, or Pope; we do not have the memorabilia, letters, diaries, personal  reminiscences, that cluster thickly around such later figures as Byron, Shelley, or Yeats. The traces of Chaucer’s life are numerous but impersonal and official. They are stored up for the most part in public documents, in legal proceedings, in notices of appointments and payments. How Chaucer’s life felt to the man who lived it has to be gathered from his work, from the expression his temperament finds in the Canterbury pilgrimage and the Troilus, together with a few references to himself, mostly humorous.

Chaucer’s name, derived from the French “chaussier,”  implies that his family were at one time shoemakers, but his father and grandfather were both wine merchants, apparently successful and rising men. His father, John Chaucer, with other citizens interested in stimulating commerce, was among the company attending King Edward III in 1338 when he set out for the Rhine to form an alliance with the emperor Louis IV. Geoffrey Chaucer himself makes his first appearance in the household accounts of Elizabeth, countess of Ulster and wife of Prince Lionel. These accounts note that Chaucer received clothing from Elizabeth’s wardrobe and in 1357 an allowance “for necessaries at Christmas.” From his early years until 1399, when King Henry IV confirmed and increased the pension which together with an annual hogshead of wine Chaucer had received from Richard, his life appears externally to be a crowded series of appointments and missions at the hands of his various patrons, royal and noble, not without setbacks along the way.

To summarize first the more important posts that Chaucer held in the English court and public service, he is enrolled, perhaps as early as 1368, among the Esquires of the Royal Household of Edward III. It seems as though Chaucer must have exceeded the usual employments and privileges of squires, such as running  errands, attending at meals, and sleeping two by two in appointed rooms. He may have been married as early as 1366, he received a life pension from Edward in 1367, and during the ensuing years he was frequently on state business abroad. In 1374 he was appointed Controller of Customs and Subsidy of Wools, Skins, and Hides in the port of London, a lucrative post, the duties of which he was allowed from time to time to perform by deputy when he was absent on the king’s or other business. While holding this office, he received a handsome prize. the large fine imposed on John Kent, who was discovered by Chaucer or his subordinates trying to smuggle a cargo of wool from London without paying the duties. In 1386, a year after being granted a permanent deputy, he either resigned the controllership or was removed from it by a Parliamentary commission. Chaucer left the rent-free house over Aldgate in London where he lived as customs officer and took up residence in Kent, which he represented in Parliament in 1386 as Knight of the Shire. He was not re-elected, and writs protecting him against attachment for debt in the spring of 1388 suggest a bad turn in his affairs. In 1389, when the young king Richard came of age, Chaucer was appointed Clerk of the King’s Works. In this and related appointments, Chaucer became responsible for construction and repairs affecting royal residences and parks, and also the walls, bridges, and sewers along a stretch of the Thames. He had to handle payrolls, manage labor, and travel industriously. He was robbed at least twice, and once beaten up. He resigned his clerkship the next year. Chaucer’s last considerable appointment came in 1391 as deputy forester of the royal forest of Petherton. He continued to receive annuities, gifts for services, and employments of various kinds, but his pension from Richard seems to have been very irregularly paid. “Twice he dunned his royal patron,” says G. G. Coulton, “for the paltry sum of 6s. 8d.”

In the earlier part of his active life. Chaucer was frequently abroad on military or diplomatic errands. In 1360, after Chaucer had been captured in France, King Edward contributed to his ransom. A number of times expense allowances or grants of legal protection during his absence show Chaucer being sent to the continent on royal business, often unknown business; when he accompanies the subsequent Earl of Worcester, it is “on the King’s secret affairs.” For English letters and cut ture the most important of Chaucer’s journeys were those that took him to Italy, where, if he did not meet Petrarch in person, he began or improved acquaintance with the language of Dante, Petrarch, and Boccaccio. Chaucer probably first saw Italy in 1373, when he was one of a commission to negotiate with the Genoese for the use of an English commercial port, and when he also visited Florence. In 1378 he was a member of a military-diplomatic mission to the court of Bernabo Visconti, whom he later celebrated as “the scourge of Lombardy” in the string of tragedies, or catastrophes to men of high position, which the Knight will not let the Monk finish in  The Canterbury Tales. This was the Bernabo suspected of poisoning Chaucer’s early master. Prince Lionel, after Lionel’s Italian marriage. It is largely the Italian journeys, which enlarged and liberated his mind and work, that make it possible for Coulton to say: “For a hundred and fifty years, Chaucer was practically the only channel between rough, strong, unformed English thought and the greatest literature of the Middle Ages.”

This incomplete recital of some of Chaucer’s more conspicuous political appointments and diplomatic missions establishes him as a man whose career was active and who lived his life in the world’s eye. It leaves us wondering when Chaucer wrote his works; he, if any of the great writers, might plausibly be the victim of a Baconian theory, on the ground that his life does not  seem to leave a loophole for the amount of learning he absorbed and the bulk of writing he accomplished. But what kind of man lies behind the external record? Chaucer has been pictured as an incompetent man of business, removed from his controllership by an investigating committee, dismissed from his clerkship for irresponsibility or incapacity. He has been pictured also as an able public servant, a man who held important administrative posts and was entrusted with a share in delicate royal negotiations which could not have been left to slack hands. Such a man could not have escaped some of the ordinary reverses of a career dependent on -the favor of patrons in a bustling court full of “pacts and sects of great ones that ebb and flow by the moon.” It is unnecessary to magnify Chaucer’s purely practical ability, and it seems unreasonable to deny that he had any at all.

Chaucer as a man of affairs was probably neither much above nor below the enlightened wordly conscience of his age. In 1381, a certain Cecily Chaumpaigne relieved Chaucer of any kind of legal liability for “raptus.” What specifically lies behind the incident is unknown. Cecily was doubtless an heiress and a ward, and “raptus” in her case, as in other known cases, meant not rape but abduction. In the Middle Ages, when marriage contracts were frequently arranged between children, heirs and heiresses were not uncommonly abducted with the design of marrying them off in a profitable quarter. An attempt of the sort had been made on Chaucer’s father in his boyhood. Chaucer’s implication in the affair of Cecily may well have amounted to nothing at all, but there can hardly be any doubt that he was quite capable of taking action for his personal advancement and profit. He must have known how to say what was pleasing to kings and patrons. He must have known how to satisfy them at least reasonably well as an agent in their business, though his poetry also served the entertainment and  prestige of the court and no doubt helped bring him his rewards. He kept himself afloat through three reigns in a turbulent time. He liked and sought the comforts if not the fleshpots of this world. Whatever the sins for which he asked forgiveness at the end of The Canterbury Tales, beyond the writing of some rowdy stories that have survived and some “lecherous lays” that have not, we may be confident that in itself the search for preferment and ease was not one of them.

Chaucer is no doubt to be taken literally when, in The House of Fame, he describes himself coming home from the customs after balancing his accounts and burying himself in a book until his eyes were glazed, living a hermit’s life, though not, as he says, with a hermit’s abstinence. I take him literally also when, in the course of determining the time of day by practical astronomy and geometry, he alludes to his “six feet of height” and the length of shadow it casts. He makes fun of himself to Scogan as “round in figure,” again no doubt accurately. “Here’s a trim little puppet for a woman to embrace,” the Host says to him jocosely, “as well shaped around the middle as I am myself!” From such indications it seems that Chaucer belonged to the tall and portly variety of Englishman, portly at any rate in later life.

Chaucer married Philippa, the daughter of Sir Payne Roet and sister of Katherine Swynford, John of Gaunt’s mistress and later his third wife. Philippa died or vanishes from the record in 1387. Some commentators have been at pains to suggest that Chaucer’s marriage did not lead  to domestic felicity, but while virtually nothing is known of his personal relations with Philippa, the suggestion rests on literal-minded interpretation of passages in his work. In The House of Fame, the Eagle, when Chaucer is borne aloft in a terrified swoon, speaks to him in the “voice of one I could name,” a voice that used to rouse him brusquely from his sleep. Was Philippa the one he  could have named, or was Chaucer indulging in a standard joke about marriage? Chaucer’s Wife of Bath and his Merchant and his “Envoy to Bukton” hardly present a romantic view of marriage, but the “Envoy to Bukton” speaks out of a perennial tradition of banter at the expense of any man about to be married, and in any case marriages in the court circle were customarily alliances of property or family advantage. By courtly convention, love was not to be expected between man and wife. The exception in Chaucer’s work is worth noting: the Franklin, in his tale, declares that the “law of love” accords with love in marriage, but love of any sort depends on patience and forbearance. Similarly, Chaucer habitual pretense that he was unsuccessful in love and acquainted with it only through books hardly establishes that he spent a substantial part of his life pining away for an unrequited passion. This too is joking and play with the conventions.

However their marriage fared, Chaucer and Philippa are generally credited with producing two sons and perhaps a daughter, Elizabeth Chaucy. Efforts have been made to deprive Chaucer of his sons, but the evidence in favor of Thomas Chaucer, an eminent man who became a member of the King’s Council and served several times as Speaker of the House of Commons, is strong enough to withstand the. contention that his father was not Chaucer but Chaucer’s patron and brother-in-law, John of Gaunt. Chaucer’s prose Treatise on the Astrolabe, a description of the medieval predecessor of the sextant, with problems involving its use, “the oldest work written in English on an elaborate scientific instrument,” 1 is addressed to “little Lewis my son,” who knew small Latin as yet, but had shown unmistakable signs of his “ability to learn sciences dealing with numbers and proportions.” It has been questioned whether ”little  

Lewis” was Chaucer’s own child, or whether he was a godson, a child of Chaucer’s friend Sir Lewis Clifford. But discovery of the name of Lewis Chaucer in a record, as Robinson notes, strengthens the natural interpretation of Chaucer’s words. The child to whom he gave an ”adequate Astrolabe for our horizon, constructed according to the latitude of Oxford,” and for whom he wrote the unfinished elementary treatise on its use, in English meant for children to understand, may safely be thought of as his own.




CHAUCER’S FOLLOWERS AND CRITICS

No poet equal to Chaucer appeared in England until Elizabeth’s time. In the century and more after his death the language whose literary capacity Chaucer had established changed rapidly, while the Wars of the Roses set back English thought and society and interrupted its progress toward the Renaissance. Though Chaucer was venerated and hailed as a master and example by poets both in England and Scotland, poetry, especially in England, fell into a decline of talent. Chaucer’s work, both in learning to use English as an instrument of poetry and in bringing the world and the desires and characters of men into full expression, had to be done over again, in altered speech and in a different age.

But Chaucer and his work, however imperfectly understood, at no time passed unnoticed. or unknown, as his work never has in any century since his death. In the time of Elizabeth, Spenser adopted Chaucer as his master, characteristically alluding to him under the name of Tityrus. “Spenser more than once insinuates,” says Dryden, “that the soul of Chaucer was transfused into his body, and that he was begotten by him two hundred years after his decease.” The transfusion is questionable in many ways. The allegorizing and idealizing temperament of Spenser is at the opposite pole from Chaucer, the comic realist of The Canterbury Tales, and Spenser as a stylist is equally remote from Chaucer at his best. No vessel could be less suited to receive the soul of the man who created the Wife of Bath than Edmund Spenser, who created The Faërie Queene. Take three lines from that poem (Book III, Canto I, stanza 25):Ne may love be compeld by maisterie; 
For soon as maistrie comes, sweet love anon 
Taketh his nimble wings, and soon away is gone.





Spenser has taken over these lines from Chaucer, with Characteristic changes. Here they are as Chaucer wrote them in the Franklin’s Tale:Love wol nat be constreynéd by maistrye. [authority] 
When maistrie comth, the God of Love anon 
Beteth his wynges, and farewel, he is gon!





Aside from the element of the affected antique in Spenser, “sweet love,” “nimble wings,” “soon away is gone,” and the dropping out of the direct “farewell,” with its tone of speech, show what happens when Chaucer becomes Tityrus. In his whole mind and temperament Spenser was another man from Chaucer; but it was necessary for him to create a language and a versification for his own kind of poetry, and he did find both incentive and example in what Chaucer had done with English at an earlier stage. Spenser expressed his essential debt to Chaucer in the famous tribute “well of pure English, undefiled.” He saw in Chaucer’s work the first great use of the English language as an instrument of poetry, and looked on him therefore as a source and wellspring of the language itself. Poets after Spenser repeatedly echo this praise of Chaucer, which has its real historical foundation. Yet it is necessary to remember that even without the diffraction of his own temperament, Spenser could  not have seen Chaucer clearly because he did not have the means of understanding his language accurately.

The same ignorance of Chaucer’s language, brought about by the rapid loss of the remaining inflections in Chaucer’s English and by changes in idiom and vocabulary, accounts in part for the distortions in Dryden’s view of Chaucer. For Dryden, Chaucer was the first poet who “refined” the mother tongue; yet he thought Chaucer had the “rude sweetness of a Scotch tune” and found his verse not “harmonious” to the Restoration ear. Chaucer was in fact anything but a “rude” versifier. When the pronunciation of many of his words and phrases became lost or obscured, both his regularity and his irregularity as a versifier became obscured also. Chaucer in his mature poems was one of the most scrupulous of English versifiers, and one of the most harmonious when he chose to be. But his harmonies can be complex. He showsibimself an early master of the art of “counterpointing” the tones of lively natural speech against the structure of the pentameter line. This sophisticated treatment of verse reaches a high point of expertness, as J. L. Lowes has admirably illustrated, in the talk of Pandarus in Troilus and Cressida, but it is generally characteristic of Chaucer and is of course richly strung through the talk of the Canterbury pilgrims.

But despite his errors of fact and information, particularly about Chaucer’s language, despite the patronizing Restoration eye that saw Chaucer as a “rough diamond,” an early and incomplete “refiner” needing in his turn to be refined, Dryden’s criticism of Chaucer is remarkable for its large, understanding, independent view. Dryden on Chaucer does not read like a man who has listened to what others have been saying and who moves cautiously within lines already laid down. His response to Chaucer is unstaled and unconditioned. He has the air of a little Aristotle, surveying objects as they come before his intelligence, comparing and analyzing them as if for the first time. He compares Chaucer with Ovid, and takes occasion to remark that “both of them were well-bred, well-natured, amorous, and libertine, at least in their writing, it may be also in their lives.” He compares him with Vergil and Homer, and says that Chaucer... matched their beauties, where they most excel; Of love sung better, and of arms as well.





One only wishes that if Dryden were going to say this much, he had said it of Troilus and Cressida instead of the Knight’s Tale! Dryden finds Chaucer a “perpetual fountain of good sense; learned in all sciences,” and in the medieval sciences Chaucer in fact acquired a remarkable layman’s learning. “He must have been a man of a most wonderful comprehensive nature,” says Dryden, “because, as it has been truly observed of him, he has taken into the compass of his Canterbury Tales the various manners and humours (as we now call them) of the whole English nation, in his age. Not a single character has escaped him. All his pilgrims are severally distinguished from each other.... Even the grave and serious characters are distinguished by their several sorts of gravity: their discourses are such as belong to their age, their calling, and their breeding.... Some of his persons are vicious, and some are virtuous; some are unlearned or (as Chaucer calls them) lewd, and some are learned. Even the ribaldry of the low characters is different : The Reeve, the Miller, and the Cook are several men, and distinguished from each other, as much as the mincing lady Prioress and the broad-speaking gap-toothed Wife of Bath.... ‘Tis sufficient to say, according to the proverb, that here is God’s plenty. We have our forefathers and great-grandames all before us, as they were in Chaucer’s days; their general characters are still remaining in mankind ... for mankind is ever the  same, and nothing lost out of nature, though everything is altered.’4 No summing up is ever likely to put better than Dryden’s the qualities which have kept Chaucer alive and for which he is chiefly valued today. They are the qualities found in the best of The Canterbury Tales,  in its Prologue and in the byplay of the pilgrimage itself. Dryden does not speak as though he had read Troilus and Cressida; if he did know it, his silence about its three principal characters, especially Pandarus, is remarkable. The one great quality in Chaucer to which Dryden fails to make adequate acknowledgment is the one that time cannot wither nor custom stale, the almost but never quite naive charm of his best lyrical passages. It is to these passages that Dryden’s ear was more than half closed, partly by ignorance of Chaucer’s metric, partly by Restoration taste; only a ”rude sweetness” sifted through.

In the eighteenth century, Pope and no small number of lesser writers produced Augustan versions of Chaucer or free improvisations on his poems, again “refining” the first refiner of the English tongue. This is not the place for a detailed history of Chaucerian imitation and criticism. But it is interesting that Blake, a man quite as different from Chaucer as Edmund Spenser had been, “said more in print about Chaucer than about any other poet,” as Mark Schorer points out. Blake’s comments were occasioned by his fresco painting, of which he later made the familiar engraving, which shows the pilgrims at the start of their journey. “The time chosen,” says Blake, “is early morning, before sunrise, when the jolly company are just quitting the Tabarde Inn.” Blake may seem to repeat the praise that Dryden had given Chaucer—“we have our forefathers and great-grandames all before us.” But while Chaucer idealized his figures in one way, Blake idealized them in another. Chaucer’s scoundrels are scoundrels of consummate type, complete and  pure, and his student, parson, and plowman are similarly types of complete virtue and simplicity. One feels that pure zest and delight in his own creations had a good deal to do with Chaucer’s idealizing. Is a man to be a scoundrel? Make him a scoundrel up to the limit, no pindling or half-hearted specimen! Yet whether presented as portraits in the Prologue or later set to work reacting on each other in the pilgrimage itself, each character strikes us as an individual, as though he had suffered a life history of his own and could speak with his own voice. Blake by contrast sees Chaucer’s types as walking myths or principles. “Chaucer’s characters live age after age. Every age is a Canterbury Pilgrimage; we all pass on, each sustaining one of these characters; nor can a child be born, who is not one of these characters of Chaucer.” This much might be Dryden’s criticism, a little heightened ; but this is not enough for Blake. “Chaucer makes every one of his characters perfect in his kind; every one is an Antique Statue; the image of a class, and not of an imperfect individual.... Chaucer has divided the ancient character of Hercules between his Miller and his Plowman.... The Plowman ... is Hercules in his supreme eternal state, divested of his spectrous shadow; which is the Miller, a terrible fellow, such as exists in all times and places for the trial of men, to astonish every neighborhood with brutal strength and courage.” The temperament of Chaucer and the real lineaments of his Miller and his Plowman begin to disappear in such Platonizing.

In the nineteenth century, at about the time when modern scholarship was beginning its elaborate recovery of Chaucer’s language and text, Chaucer’s reputation received from Matthew Arnold its most magisterial snub. Arnold contributed the general introduction to Ward’s English Poets, a historical library of selections from English poetry, taking the middle ages and Chaucer himself as a beginning point. Arnold issued a solemn warning against two sources of error in judging whether a poet’s work “belongs to the class of the very best”: the historical estimate and the personal estimate. He proceeded to deny Chaucer a place among the very best. It is not that he was ungenerous to Chaucer, nor that he failed to respond to him. Rereading Arnold, I found him actually more hospitable to the spirit of Chaucer than I had expected from memory. “Chaucer’s power of fascination,” he says, “is enduring; his poetical importance does not need the assistance of the historical estimate; it is real. He is a genuine source of joy and strength, which is flowing still for us and will flow always. He will be read, as time goes on, far more generally than he is now.” Arnold quotes from Dryden’s praise of Chaucer as “a perpetual fountain of good sense,” and shows a responsiveness to Chaucer’s diction and to the “fluidity of movement” in his verse which we should expect of a man of Arnold’s immense reading and cultivated taste, and toward which Dryden’s perceptions were necessarily blunted. Arnold praised the work of Chaucer for its “truth of substance,” the result of “his large, free, simple, clear yet kindly view of life.” Elsewhere Arnold transforms his series of adjectives into nouns, and finds in Chaucer “largeness, freedom, shrewdness, benignity.” All this is surely no ungenerous tribute, nor is it off the mark, though Arnold may seem to be bowing a little stiffly, and the word “benignity” may ring a little oddly in association with the Wife of Bath and the Pardoner. One thinks of Dryden’s “well-bred, well-natured, amorous, and libertine,” and feels that these words suggest one man of the world ferreting out the disposition of another at least as well. But Arnold denies Chaucer a place among the very best, a place with Homer or Dante, because Chaucer lacked “the high and excellent seriousness, which Aristotle assigns as one of the grand  virtues of poetry.” Already one’s risibilities begin to be touched. I am not concerned, myself, to set Chaucer above Dante or Dante above Chaucer. In English literature we have had one greater than Chaucer, though in my own view Shakespeare is the only one. The world of imagination that Shakespeare peopled seems even more . densely populated and representative than Chaucer’s world, partly because the inward perspectives of Shakespeare’s characters are generally richer, subtler, and deeper; partly because the problem of justice and the sense of evil shook the imagination of Shakespeare more profoundly; and partly because at its best the rhetoric of Shakespeare, while remaining clear and unaffected, reached degrees of complex association quite beyond anything that Chaucer, with his prevailing virtue of simplicity, would or could in his age have thought of attempting. The one element of Chaucer’s Troilus and Cressida that remains in Shakespeare’s dramatization of the same story is the youth of Troilus, his character as a very young man for whom the excitement of sexual experience is just opening.

I am giddy, expectation whirls me round. 
The imagery relish is so sweet 
That it enchants my sense. What will it be 
When that the watery palate tastes indeed 
Love’s thrice repured nectar? Death, I fear me; 
Sounding destruction; or some joy too fine, 
Too subtile-potent, tun’d too sharp in sweetness 
For the capacity of my ruder powers. 
I fear it much; and I do fear besides 
That I shall lose distinction in my joys, 
As doth a battle when they charge on heaps 
The enemy flying.



Chaucer’s Troilus was in the same state of emotion, but Chaucer could not have expressed it for him as Shakespeare did, would not have attempted to, and did not  need to. The moments of dialogue in Chaucer when the courses of action among the characters come to a head and are forced into expression take a much simpler form. (I translate in prose at this point; a verse rendering will be found later in the volume.)

This Troilus began to strain her in his arms, and said, “O sweet, as I ever hope to thrive, now you are caught, now there is but we two! Now yield, for there is no other remedy.” To that Cressida answered, “Had I not before now, my sweet, my dear heart, yielded, surely I should not now be here!”



The answer to Arnold’s criticism of Chaucer is partly that he was himself making the kind of personal estimate he condemned. He was expressing a preference for poetry of a kind and tone he did not find in Chaucer. Arnold tried to do justice to the comic and the robust, but he lacked the stomach for it, and lacking that, he failed to do justice to the nature of seriousness itself. “Arnold,” says Lionel Trilling, “does not really mean seriousness at all. He means solemnity; he means the knowledge of how to be ‘sick or sorry.’ ... But if Chaucer is not serious, then Mozart is not serious and Molière is not serious and seriousness becomes a matter of pince-nez glasses and a sepia print of the Parthenon over the bookshelf.” But like Dryden, Arnold does not speak as though he had a real acquaintance with Troilus and Cressida.  This work does not give us the “God’s plenty” we find in the fragments of the Canterbury pilgrimage. But as a sustained fiction, subtle in characterization, intense in emotion at its points of climax, interweaving irony. comedy, and the tragic sense of disillusionment, it takes rank with The Canterbury Tales as one of Chaucer’s two great achievements. One might have expected Arnold to find in the Troilus more fortunate examples of what he meant by seriousness than the example he actually took  from the Prioress’s Tale. This story, based on the raw superstition of “ritual murders” of Christians by Jews, is as good an example as any in The Canterbury Tales  of dramatic propriety. It is unmistakably the Prioress who speaks, in the choice of the story she tells, in every inflection of style, in the exacerbated tenderness of the nun toward the idea of innocent childhood, in the hypertrophic medieval piety she expresses. In content, of course, the tale hardly adds luster to Christian belief or practice. It seems odd that Arnold, in search of lines or snatches of poetry that might serve as “touchstones” to detect “the very best” and distinguish it from the spurious or the inferior, should have chosen from Chaucer the cry of the murdered little Christian pupil miraculously kept alive by the “grain” which the Virgin had placed on his tongue:My throte is cut unto my nekke bone.



This is effective enough in its place, but a quaint piece of baggage to carry in one’s mind as a talisman!




CHAUCER’S LEARNING

Dryden praised Chaucer as “learned in all sciences,” and some awareness of the range of his reading and knowledge will give the modern reader a better understanding of Chaucer. Little is known of how or where Chaucer got his extensive education. Robinson, relying on records cited by Professor Crow, thinks it probable that he obtained part of his early training at St. Paul’s Cathedral School in London. An old tradition, which has recently gained new favor, holds that he was a member of one of the Inns of Court, where suitable candidates studied law, a helpful preparation for Chaucer’s diplomatic missions and administrative posts. This tradition includes the detail that Chaucer was fined two shillings for beating a  Franciscan friar. In any case, he was no doubt brought up to read and speak French; he learned Latin early and later made himself at home in Italian before he was well into his twenties. He used these languages, besides his native English, to acquire not only a stock of literary learning, but a remarkable layman’s grasp of the interconnected medieval sciences of astronomy, astrology, medicine, physiognomy, alchemy, and what we should now call psychology, especially the psychology of dreams. His elementary textbook on the astrolabe, taken mostly from an Arabian original which reached him through Latin, has already been mentioned; he also translated The Consolation of Philosophy from the Latin of Boëthius. a work that frequently supplies Chaucer or his characters with moral or metaphysical reflections.

In the strictly literary development of Chaucer, as J. L. Lowes has described his progress, “French poetry yielded first place to Italian, and both to an absorption in human life.” Chaucer began by adopting the standard convention of later French courtly love poetry, the allegorical dream, which gave him the basis of The Book of the Duchess, The House of Fame, and The Birds’ Parliament; he returned to this convention as late as the Prologue to The Legend of Good Women, written after  Troilus and Cressida. But in the Troilus he is taking his story from Boccaccio, re-creating the Italian work with important independent transformations of character and structure, and the direct stimulation from life itself is already working at full power. By the time Chaucer wrote the Prologue to The Canterbury Tales, the best of the tales themselves, and even more the byplay of the pilgrimage, both his literary learning and his layman’s grasp of what passed for science nosed their way into line after line, but they did so as allies of Chaucer’s personal and direct view of life and people. Yet Chaucer never forgot anything he had picked up along the way,  from French poetry on. His texture of life and learning together became more complex. His allusions to Machaut, The Romance of the Rose, Vergil, Statius, Ovid, Boccaccio, Dante, Petrarch, Boëthius. grew denser and more complicated. Recalling the table manners prescribed for ladies in The Romance of the Rose, the long French allegory which he had at least in part translated, he could apply the standard prescription with novel effect to his portrait of the Prioress, who “took pains to imitate court manners.” Chaucer was a man of voracious intellectual curiosity, and a man who obviously delighted in the exercise of this curiosity. His delight in applying a proverb is the same as his delight in applying a text from Augustine or St. Paul; it gives him pleasure to recognize any relation between thought, whether homely traditional wisdom or the “authority of learned clerks,” and the experiences of men and women in the common world.

As for-the sciences, Chaucer’s use of astronomy and astrology and his references to medieval medicine, based on the theory of the four “humors” or fluids of the body, will strike anyone who looks at his work. The presence of another medieval science, physiognomy, the art of interpreting psychological and constitutional characteristics by outward physical traits, will be less obvious, and an illustration drawn from it may suggest how Chaucer used his acquaintance with the sciences to ape ply all the known or supposed modes of understanding human beings to his gallery of pilgrims. W. C. Curry, in  Chaucer and the Mediaeval Sciences, outlines the beliefs of the Middle Ages about physiognomy. The position of the planets at their birth gives men and women certain constitutional traits and inclinations; these can be detected with empirical certainty by means of corresponding outward physical traits. Perhaps the most striking case is the Pardoner. With his high, thin goat’s voice,  staring eyes, yellow hair, and other distinguishing marks, he was, to the educated medieval eye, a glutton, a hypocrite, and a eunuch, as Chaucer makes plain enough when he says. “I think he was a gelding or a mare.” This fundamental fact, established in the Prologue, explains the altercation between the Pardoner and Harry Bailly, the Host, after the Pardoner has told his tale. The Pardoner reveals himself as a hypocrite and a glutton; he preaches always on the same text, he says, “avarice is the root of evil,” because that enables him to preach against the very sin he practices. No doubt, as G. L. Kittredge observed, the Pardoner takes an artist’s pride in his exposure of his own skill in playing on the credulity of simple people. And very likely the Pardoner for a moment drops the role of hypocrite when he says, “Christ grant you his pardon, for I will not deceive you, that is best.” But he goes on to urge the company to kiss his relics, after cheerfully confessing them fakes, and suggests that Harry Bailly should be first, “since he is most enveloped in sin.” The Host, the genial master of the company, ought to have answered. “Well. you old fraud, you’ve put on a good show. I’ll kiss your fake relics for you if you want.” Instead he takes the shortest and crudest way, whether knowingly or not, to hit the Pardoner below the belt, by a series of remarks that could not help reminding the Pardoner of the defect that the planets had given him and that his obvious physical traits would have betrayed to any of the pilgrims who knew their contemporary science. To this blow there was no answer; the one possible response was speechless and helpless rage, which only the intervention of the Knight could mollify. A literature and a theory lie also behind the wart on the Miller’s nose and the gaps between the Wife of Bath’s teeth. All this science did not obscure Chaucer’s characters as individuals. Chaucer did not let science, or supposed science, create his characters for  him as types or case histories, but used the best available knowledge to understand and interpret in the fullest degree men and women independently observed and imagined.




CHAUCER’S BAWDY TALES

Dryden, late in his life modernizing for his own age the Knight’s Tale, the Nun’s Priest’s Tale, and the Wife of Bath’s Tale, and conscious that some of his own plays were open to the moral objections brought against the Restoration stage, remarked self-righteously of his Chaucerian adaptations: “I have written nothing which savours of immorality or profaneness.” What once would have been called obscenity in Chaucer is not likely to ruffle many sensibilities in the latter twentieth century. Yet Chaucer himself apologized for his vulgar yarns. In the general Prologue to The Canterbury Tales and the Prologue to the Miller’s Tale, the apology is at least partly ironic, though the irony itself shows that the tales were open to objection on the part of some readers or listeners. In his “retractation,” if, as is reasonable to suppose, he actually wrote it, Chaucer apologized without irony for those of his writings that “tended toward sin,” including many that would now seem entirely innocent. The interesting question is what would have made the Miller’s Tale or the Reeve’s Tale objectionable to some of those who might have listened to them.

In reading his bawdy stories, one does not feel that Chaucer is violating tabus either of language or subject matter. He does not have the air of defying convention or exploiting forbidden ground. Partly this effect comes from his naturalness and health of temperament, but no doubt it was also due in part to the social conditions of his time. Chaucer and his age had little opportunity to make a secret of bodily functions. It was a luxury denied  them. In the public rooms of great houses, the silks of the ladies trailed over a compost of rushes and dog’s filth. In such a cottage as the poor widow inhabited with her two daughters in the Nun’s Priest’s Tale, the distinction between public and private rooms, between “hall and bower,” was lost. Chanticleer and his paramours roosted on the beams overhead while widow and daughters slept in the one hovel-room below. The Wife of Bath, describing her methods of keeping husbands in subjection, confesses cheerfully that “if my husband had pissed on a wall or done a thing that might have cost his life,” in other words a common act or a seriously criminal act, she would let her “gossips” know about it immediately. In such a context, Chaucer’s openness about the sexuality and other physical functions of his characters is not surprising.

But linguistic as well as sanitary conditions help throw light on Chaucer’s rowdy tales. Chaucer’s vocabulary does not contain the four-letter word for copulation which until recently was tabu in decent social intercourse, but is now so universally common that it threatens to lose its meaning and become a mere verbal tic. Chaucer’s verb “swyven” is used freely and naturally. without any sense that it ever needed to burst up from an outlawed level of speech. It was in more recent times that a split occurred between a vocabulary regarded as fit for writing and respectable conversation and another vocabulary, regarded as vulgar or obscene and limited to unrespectable society or exclusively male conversation. Chaucer’s vocabulary is more unitary, all “pure English undefiled,” even in his rowdy scenes or tales. Chaucer’s language, so far as I can see, does not even contain any very distinct class of words that can be called slang. The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, exposing alchemical frauds, of course uses the jargon of alchemy. The students in the Reeve’s Tale speak in a northern dialect. But slang,  although I have had to resort to it in the effort to sustain Chaucer’s liveliness and humor, does not really represent his linguistic manner.

Chaucer’s fabliaux would have been open to objecttion in his day not because they aroused the sense of the obscene, but because, as Chaucer himself says, they were tales of sin. They were unedifying in a day when the edi. fying could also be entertaining. They were “lewd.” meaning ignorant, uneducated, characteristic of the manners of those who could not boast of being well bom or “gentle.” All the pilgrims were delighted with the Knight’s tale of love and chivalry, but especially the “gentles.” When the drunken Miller had finished his “lewd” story, different pilgrims had different things to say, but “for the most part they laughed” and took it sportingly. The Knight did not interrupt the Miller; he interrupted the tedious but thoroughly dignified string of catastrophes related by the Monk under the heading of tragedy. Chaucer’s fabliaux are represented as being told openly in the hearing of the Knight, the lady Prioress, and the Monk. No doubt Chaucer himself read aloud at court from his “lewd” tales.

The sense of the corrupt, it seems to me, is almost nowhere to be found in Chaucer. Perhaps elements in the Merchant’s Tale are distasteful enough to be offensive, but its ridiculous and ingenious conclusion has a redeeming charm. The fabliaux are vulgar, but not with the vulgarity that means coarseness of perception in the author, rather the vulgarity that comes from heartiness of palate and the capacity to share in the common life of the world at its lower as well as higher levels. The disturbing note, to the sensitive mind, in the tales of the Miller and the Reeve, is their cruelty. But broad comedy can hardly escape a strain of the cruel. Someone is bound to get hurt, and in Chaucer it is credulity, vanity, jealousy, hypocrisy, and shrewdness overreaching itself that commonly get hurt. The reader may wince, but he is squeamish indeed if he can refuse his laugh. The Miller’s Tale, after all, is more than a farcical anecdote which folklorists assign elegantly to the category of the “misdirected kiss,” joined with another frequent anecdote about a character who is induced to dread a return of Noah’s flood. One of the root themes of the comic, or for that matter the tragic, is human credulity. It has seldom received such drastic treatment as in the Miller’s Tale. Consider the deluded carpenter going up with his chore-boy to pry open the door behind which he thinks Nicholas is sitting bemused and out of his wits in an astrologer’s trance. “Wake up, Nicholas, and think of Christ’s passion,” the carpenter implores. “Think of God, as we do. we working men!” One is reminded of scenes in Ben Jonson. Rare Ben himself could hardly make comedy hit a more devastating blow.




CHAUCER AND RELIGIOUS BELIEF

Religion possessed an extraordinary vitality in Chaucer’s times. The Church exerted its force in social and private life on a scale and with an acceptance of its prerogatives very different from anything to be seen in English-speaking societies today. Chaucer’s clerics, with the exception of the good parish Priest, suggest the extent to which ecclesiastical authority was everywhere present and the extent to which it could be abused. Resentment against clerical and institutional abuses was vigorous, but without much effect, to all appearances, on fundamental belief. Everyone was a Christian and a Catholic, up to the point, at any rate, when Wycliffe and his followers fell under condemnation of heresy. And in Chaucer the impression is lively that religion existed for sinners. It owed its vitality to the remarkable human energies that religion exists to control, direct, and sometimes to suppress or sublimate, but which insist on breaking out in peculiarly human manifestations. The imaginative resourcefulness of the Middle Ages in profanity and blasphemy is everywhere evident in Chaucer, and can only be a paradoxical token of the vigor of religious belief itself. God was a very personal God, for purposes of swearing as well as for higher theological purposes. His body could be torn to shreds, as the hypocritical Pardoner observes, in the oaths of revelers and blasphemers. God’s body, God’s arms, the nails that held Christ’s hands to the cross, the relics and holy places of saints were freely levied on for picturesque and profane images.

Amid all this paradoxical vigor, Chaucer was himself a good Catholic, a believer and an acceptable member, no doubt, of the Christian community. More than this, he expressed at times a genuine and deep piety, which rises now and again in his work to the exalted and true accent of notable religious poetry. A very large part of his total production in poetry and prose was pious or edifying, a side of Chaucer not well represented in this volume, I must admit. For after all it is by the worldly part of his work that Chaucer is remembered. The force of his distinct gifts as a poet went more frequently by far into human than divine comedy or tragedy. When the Parson, introducing his tale, which is to wind up the Canterbury pilgrimage with “something edifying,” says to his audience, “And Jesus, for his grace, give me the wit to show you, on this journey, the way of that perfect, glorious pilgrimage which is called the heavenly Jerusalem,” the lines are simple, touching, and fully genuine. But they are also “in character.” It is the Parson speaking. Chaucer was no doubt in full sympathy, but if his personal belief was at work, the artist of The Canterbury Tales was just as much at work, and we smile as we think of the Parson addressing his words to the Wife of Bath, the Franklin, the Miller, the Friar, the Summoner, and the  Physician, “who paid little attention to the Bible.” They too, for that matter, were all good Catholics and Christians; nothing would have astonished them more than to be classified with Turks, Jews, and infidels, the only alternative they would have known to being Christian and Catholic.

Perhaps the most exalted and most nearly personal note of piety to be found in Chaucer at his best occurs at the end of the Troilus. “0 young people, he or she, in whom love springs up with the freshness of your age,” he says, and invokes the love of Christ instead of fleshly love as the only stable and certain allegiance of human affections. “He will be false to no man, I dare say,” and Chaucer ends the poem with a prayer to the Trinity which is in part translated from Dante. “Defend us from visible and invisible foes!” But even here the expression of piety, fully genuine as it no doubt is, can hardly be detached from its context and taken as an independent religious poem. The hymn to the Trinity is also dramatic, in a more oblique fashion than the Prioress’s Tale or the Parson’s lines on the heavenly Jerusalem. For the end of the Troilus is a blended compound of many tones, including the ironical dedication to Gower, which suggests Byron’s ironical dedication of Don Juan to Southey. The imagination of the artist is completing a very worldly tragicomedy by extending it into the final dimension, into the perspective we take when the story is over, when the play has run its course, and we see the necessary instability of all worldly relations and goods. This perspective is aesthetically necessary to the conception of tragedy pursued to its limits.

There is no question that Chaucer was a believer and had a genuine strain of personal piety. But how far can a man go in satire of clerical abuses without trespassing on-the fundamentals of belief? Chaucer went pretty far at a number of points. In his portrait of the Summoner, he  seems to come very close to calling in question the power of excommunication as represented by the archdeacon’s curse. It is hard to resist the impression of an underlying savage thrust that just stops short of challenging an ultimate power of the Church.

The answer to all questions about Chaucer’s personal religious belief, it seems to me, lies in his predominantly worldly temperament. Whatever the reader may think of him for it, Chaucer had neither an innovating nor a rebellious mind. He was of all poets the one who could accept the world as he found it, and without craving to reform society, could be tickled to the root, like the Wife of Bath; that he had “had his world in his time.” Manifest absurdities, abuses, and corruptions he could ridicule, as any man of the world with a moral sense can do; but he did so, as far as I can see, without the impulse either to construct in his mind a new plan for an ideal society, or to reform existing society by some political program. Chaucer was mainly a moral rather than a religious poet, and moral not as a reformer, but as one who shared, enjoyed, and understood common life. In Chaucer, with the fewest possible exceptions, the reader always knows where right and wrong lie. If he had a strong enough comic stomach to relish the character of a scoundrel as much as the character of a just and upright man, he never blurred the distinction between them. In his own age, he would never have questioned nor doubted fundamental Christian beliefs, the providence and trinity of God, the redemption from sin and entrance into eternal bliss offered by Christ, the Son of God, the sanctity and ideal beauty of the virgin mother of Christ, the authority of the Church visible as the trustee on earth of the keys of salvation and the doctrines of the true faith. If we could imagine Chaucer, with his worldly temperament, his intellectual curiosity, his eagerness for all sorts df knowledge, including the sciences, transplanted to a later  and more secular age, we might well expect his beliefs also to become secularized, but without loss of that fundamental piety which the natures of those who accept the world and are glad to have lived in it must feel toward the sources of being.




CHAUCER AND LATER POETRY

Chaucer, who foreshadowed the Renaissance, would have been at home in it as a poet-playwright both comic and tragic. As the Elizabethan age passed into the Jacobean, we can hardly imagine a transplanted Chaucer writing the Holy Sonnets of Donne or following the example of the metaphysicals. In the disciple of “rare Ben,” Herrick, who combined worldliness with piety of mind and simplicity of expression, he would have found a more congenial note. Milton, so often taking his own sense of divine mission as his theme, writing with dignified pathos of his personal misfortunes and the defeat of his socio-theological hopes, identifying himself with Samson, the chosen champion of the Lord, “eyeless in Gaza at the mill with slaves,” brings into poetry a strain altogether foreign to Chaucer, who always speaks of himself with self-deprecation and humor. Chaucer could have matched wits with Pope and Swift, but only his worldliness would have been satisfied in their select circle, not the humanity by which it was enlarged and kept true. Savage indignation could never have been Chaucer’s role. In the eighteenth century, he would have been a friend of Henry Fielding, and would have written another Tom Jones, not another  Dunciad.

Among the Romantic poets, Chaucer would have been hard put to it to find a place. He would have relished Don Juan, but could never have taken himself seriously enough to wear the Byronic character. Dickens and Mark Twain are more nearly heirs of Chaucer in the nineteenth  century than is any poet. We can see the radical differences between Chaucer and the Romantics, and much poetic doctrine and practice that has followed them, by thinking of the way in which Chaucer spoke of himself and his poetry in contrast with some characteristic utterances of the Romantics. “Scatter my dead leaves over the universe,” implored Shelley, apostrophizing the West Wind; “Be thou me, impetuous one!” Chaucer, I feel sure, could never have identified himself with the universe, or given his leaves a role to play in the natural process of death and renewal. He could never have conceived of the poet as legislating for mankind, consciously or unconsciously, through the possession of a special sensibility that could redeem and reconstruct society. It is not so that Chaucer speaks of himself. Rather he reminds his friend Scogan to put in a word for him at court, or protests to his empty purse, alias King Henry, that he is “shaved as close as any friar.” Chaucer is without Romantic egotism, without Romantic self-preoccupation. He sees himself cheerfully as a member of the social scene, a man moving among men, and in scale with the sprawling human spectacle. Byron could say:But there is that within me which shall tire 
Torture and Time, and breathe when I expire.





Chaucer says:All that men write shall pass, in prose or rhyme. 
Take every man his turn in his own time.





And as Chaucer is free from self-preoccupation, he is free from self-pity. He does not fall upon the thorns of life and bleed, at least in public. He complains, humorously, of unlucky turns in his personal fortunes, hoping to repair them. He does not drag the pageant of a bleeding heart before an admiring world; he twits himself on being one whom the god of love does not favor in the dance.  Chaucer was free from world-sickness and rebelliousness. He was acquainted with human pity and believed in divine compassion, but they did not lead him to a sense of guilt, loathing, or anxiety in his relations to the world and its people.

The beguiling simplicity of Chaucer at his best is so great that it becomes puzzling. From time to time Chaucer has been thought naïf. but a little familiarity with his shrewd and worldly intelligence is enough to dismiss the notion that he was a child-minded unsophisticate. The secret is, I think, that for all his worldliness Chaucer never lost the faculty of delight, whether in the opening and closing daisies in May, or in old books, or in what purported to be scientific knowledge in his time, or in the London streets crowded with people in all their species. Delight, not bitterness, is the mainspring even of Chau cer’s irony, even of his satire at its sharpest. It is a pleasure to recognize the folly of the fool and the vice of the scoundrel, his lines seem to say. They, too, are human; they, too, are natural, as the birds are, and it would be a pity not to grant them the spontaneous admiration that a healthy eye takes in discerning any of God’s creations.

As Chaucer’s response to the world and its people was direct and wholehearted, so he was by every inclination a communicator. He began by using the allegorical conventions that fashion provided him, but in his fully mature work he put his plain sense in plain words. He did not entrust his meaning to schemes of symbolism. He uttered himself directly, and his prayer was to be understood. He had that simplicity of character which Emer. son defined when he said that a man’s simplicity consists in “his desire to communicate the truth without loss.”

The same simplicity shows itself in Chaucer’s moral sense. He was a moralist in the sphere in which the comic spirit moves with authority, the sphere of observable  common life and recognizable experience. His moral sense was shrewd, clear, and plain, uncorrupted by inner confusion. It was active in a world of people; it traced the moral lineaments of human beings, and pursued acts and traits to their consequences in human lives. It relished the wisdom of proverbs and delighted in applications of homely sense. It was not directed toward ideal constructions of society; it did not try to shatter the sorry scheme of things and remold it closer to some revolutionary concept. One does not feel in Chaucer that profound, personal, metaphysical sense of evil that sometimes in Shakespeare’s tragedies destroys the fabric of political and domestic relations and even obscures for a time the order of the universe itself. But give Chaucer his men, women, and proverbs, and his sound moral understanding is seldom at fault.

What put such traits within a poet’s possession? Was it the age in which he lived? Was it the special conditions of his time alone that gave him a station in society and spared him the sense of isolation, of being at odds with his world, which became so prominent a note among poets and their critics and interpreters during the Romantic movement and the wars and social upheavals of the twentieth century? One point, at any rate, seems clear. The exact degree of Chaucer’s skill as a man of affairs is open to controversy or conjecture; but the irresistible impression of his life and his writings taken together is that he got his grasp of life by living as the world lives, by engaging in the often humdrum business of bread-winning, by seeking position and employment, accepting responsibility and expecting to be held to account; by marrying, begetting children, and planning and working for their education and advancement, as he sought his own advancement and comfort in the ways open to a man of the world. Here was Chaucer’s link with his society, here was the price he paid for the great mass  of raw material on which his comic genius went to work, the mass of humanity itself. Of all poets, Chaucer was the poet of this world. For him this world, the center of the Ptolemaic cosmos that now seems so tidy and small, was rendered intelligible and given comfort by the scheme of Christian redemption, however transitory and full of the terrors of disease and misery earthly life itself may have been. But it was this present world of men and women in their rough, energetic, and hazardous society that Chaucer knew, reported, and loved. If he did not seek to reform it, if our own twentieth century seems to stand in more terrible and imminent danger than any preceding society on earth, we may reflect that there is danger also in the attempt to legislate for mankind. It is the danger that the legislator himself will only be able to look on men and women as they are, in their world as it is, with loathing and rejection, and will only be able to love, if he can love at all, some ideal and imagined humanity in some state of things that is not now and never yet has been. Chaucer was able to love the actual world he saw round him, the only world he would ever know. In the simplicity of his nature, he was able to speak directly, and to be what Dryden called him, in words that since the Romantic movement we might well rub our eyes in astonishment at hearing applied to a poet, “a perpetual fountain of good sense.”




ON MODERNIZING CHAUCER

The game of modernizing Chaucer is an old one. It has gone on steadily since Dryden produced his versions of Chaucer toward the end of the seventeenth century. Dryden and Pope are the two most expert versifiers in English who undertook to adapt considerable portions of Chaucer to the taste and style of their times. A look at their procedure may be interesting.

Here is the beginning of the Wife of Bath’s Tale in Chaucer’s language (text from Robinson’s edition):In th’olde dayes of the Kyng Arthour, 
Of which that Britons speken greet honour, 
At was this land fulfild of fayerye. 
The elf-queene, with hir joly compaignye, 
Daunced ful ofte in many a grene mede. 
This was the olde opinion, as I rede; 
I speke of manye hundred yeres ago. 
But now kan no man se none elves mo, 
For now the grete charitee and prayeres 
Of lymytours and othere hooly freres, 
That serchen every lond and every streem, 
As thikke as motes in the sonne-beem, 
Blessynge halles, chambres, kichenes, boures, 
Citees, burghes, castels, hye toures. 
Thropes, bernes, shipnes, dayeryes—
This maketh that there been no fayeryes. 
For ther as wont to walken was an elf, 
Ther walketh now the lymytour hymself 
In undermeles and in morwenynges, 
And seyth his matyns and his hooly thynges 
As he gooth in his lymytacioun. 
Wommen may now go saufly up and doun 
In every bussh or under every tree; 
There is noon oother incubus but he, 
And he ne wol doon hem but dishonour.





Here is a translation of Chaucer’s lines, arranged as prose, without suppression of some of his rhymes:In the old days of King Arthur, of whom Welshmen speak with great reverence, this whole land was full of fairy enchantment. The elf-queen, with her jolly company, danced often in many a green meadow. This was the old opinion, as I read; I speak of many hundred years ago. But no man now can  see any more elves, for now the great charity and prayers of limiters [friars authorized to beg in assigned districts] and other holy friars, who haunt every stream and every part of the country, thick as motes in a sunbeam, blessing halls, chambers, kitchens, bowers, cities, towns, castles, lefty towers, villages, barns, stables, dairies—this is the reason why there are no fairies, for where there used to walk an elf, there now walks the limiter himself, in the mornings and the afternoons, and says his matins and his holy things as he goes about his district. Women may now go safely up





Dryden expands Chaucer’s twenty-five lines to forty-five. I quote only in part:





Turning back to the Wife of Bath’s Prologue, we find Chaucer beginning thus:




“Experience,” says the Wife of Bath, “though there were no learned authority on the subject in this world, is plenty to enable me to speak of the woe that is in marriage.” Thus Pope, paraphrasing Chaucer:





Very different is Wordsworth’s way of going at Chaucer. Introducing his version of the Prioress’s Tale, he says: “In the following Poem no further deviation has been made than was necessary for the fluent reading and instant understanding of the Author [i.e.: of Chaucer]. ... The ancient accent has been retained in a few conjunctions, as alsò and alwày, from a conviction that such sprinklings of antiquity would be admitted, by persons of taste, to have a graceful accordance with the subject,” And so we have the Prioress saying, in Wordsworth:














There is no use denying that rhyme and meter present the translator with a long series of exasperations and exigencies. Distortions, alterations, and additions become unavoidable. I think that even in my rhymed versions I can claim a substantial faithfulness to Chaucer’s content, but I have had to condense, pad, fob up, and change here and there. The Miller, speaking to the Reeve, remarks:




This becomes, in my version, for reasons that will be obvious enough:







SUGGESTED READINGS AND OTHER AIDS
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