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The Anatomy of Creative Courage




IN 1988 I PUBLISHED A BOOK called Intellectuals. It surveyed the genre and provided essays on a dozen examples. It was a critical book whose unifying theme was the discrepancy between the ideals professed by intellectuals and their actual behavior in their public and private lives. I defined an intellectual as someone who thinks ideas are more important than people. The book was well received and was translated into a score of languages. But some reviewers found it mean-spirited, concentrating on the darker side of clever, talented individuals. Why had I not more to say about the creative and heroic sides of the elite? Therein lies the genesis of this work, Creators, dealing with men and women of outstanding originality. If I live, I hope to complete the trilogy with Heroes, a book about those who have enriched history by careers or acts of conspicuous courage and leadership.

Creativity, I believe, is inherent in all of us. We are the progeny of almighty God. God is defined in many ways: all-powerful, all-wise, and all-seeing; everlasting; the lawgiver; the ultimate source of love, beauty, justice, and happiness. Most of all, he is the creator. He created the universe, and those who inhabit it; and, in creating us, he made us in his own image, so that his personality and capacities, however feebly, are reflected in our minds, bodies, and immortal spirits. So we are, by our nature, creators as well. All of us can, and most of us do, create in one way or another. We are undoubtedly at our happiest when creating, however humbly and inconspicuously. I count myself doubly fortunate in that God gave me the gift of writing, and the ability to draw and paint. I have made my living by words, and I have derived enormous pleasure throughout life by creating images on paper or canvas. Whenever misfortunes strike, or despondency descends, I can closet myself in my study, or walk across the garden to my studio, to seek relief in creation. The art of creation comes closer than any other activity, in my experience, to serving as a sovereign remedy for the ills of existence. I am fortunate again in that the spheres in which I work are universally acknowledged to be creative, and provide visible testimony to what I have done, in the shape of forty-odd books, countless magazine and newspaper articles, and tens of thousands of drawings, watercolors, and paintings. Other forms of creation are not always so obvious. A man or woman may create a business, one of the most satisfying forms of creation because it gives employment and the opportunity to create to other people as welltens, even hundreds of thousands. And the business is there for all to see, in a huddle of buildings, possibly spread over many acres, or in products sold in the shops and used and enjoyed by multitudes. But some forms of creativity cannot be seen or heard or experienced. My former editor, Kingsley Martin, said to me once: I have never had a child. But I have made three gardens from nothing. Two have disappeared, and the third will doubtless do so also after I die. But all three once produced flowers and fruit and vegetables, and made many people happy. And indeed, nothing is so conspicuous and luxurious an act of creation as a fine gardenor so transitory, as witness the utter disappearances of the magnificent gardens of antiquity registered in written records.

Some forms of creativity, no less important, are immaterial as well as transient. One of the most important is to make people laugh. We live in a vale of tears, which begins with the crying of a babe and does not become any less doleful as we age. Humor, which lifts our spirits for a spell, is one of the most valuable of human solaces, and the gift of inciting it rare and inestimable. Whoever makes a new joke, which circulates, translates, globalizes itself, and lives on through generations, perhaps millennia, is a creative genius, and a benefactor of humankind almost without compare. But the name of the man or woman remains unknown. I say or woman because women, whose lives are harder, need jokes more than men and make them more often. The first joke in recorded history (about 2750 BC) was made by a woman, Sarah, wife of Abraham, and the joke and her laughter are recorded in the book of Genesis, 18:12.15, Sarah being rebuked by the Lord for her frivolity. There was an old-fashioned stand-up comic called Frankie Howerd, whose art is imperfectly recorded in scraps of old movies and in video footage. I once found myself sitting near him at a tedious public dinner and said: You have a creative face, Mr. Howerd. How so? One has only to look at it, and begin to laugh. You are flattering me. No, sir. You comics, who create laughter from what nature has given you, are among the most valuable people on earth. Statesmen may come, and generals may go, and both exercise enormous power. But the true benefactors of the human race are people like you, who enable us to drown our inevitable sorrows in laughter. He was moved by this, and I suddenly noticed large tears coursing down his old cheeks, furrowed by decades of anxiety about raising chuckles (or, as he used to put it, titters) in drafty music halls. That creative face of his took on a new dimension of tragicomedy, and he wiped his tears and whispered: Thats the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me. Then he told me, and acted out, the notorious joke about the one-armed flutist, and the incident dissolved in laughter.

Since we are all made in Gods image, there is creativity in all of us, and the only problem is how to bring it out. A farmer is creativenone more soand so is a shoemaker. A ticket collector on a red double-decker once remarked to me: I run the best bus route in London. His pride was proprietorial, and clearly he felt he was creating something, rather like Pascal, the moral philosopher, who in the mid-seventeenth century first conceived the idea of an omnibus service for big cities like Paris. I sometimes talk to a jovial sweeper, who does my street, and who comes from Isfahan, in Persia, wherein lies the grandest and most beautiful square in the world, the work of many architects and craftsmen over centuries, but chiefly of the sixteenth. I asked him if he felt himself creative, and he said: Oh, yes. Each day they give me a dirty street, and I make it into a clean one, thanks be to God. People do not always discern the creative element in their lives and work. But those who do are more likely to be happy.

However, though all are potentially or actually creative, there are degrees in creativity, ranging from the instinct which makes a thrush build its nest, and which in humans is reflected in more complex but equally humble constructions, to the truly sublime, which drives artists to attempt huge and delicate works never before conceived, let alone carried out. How to define this level of creativity, or explain it? We cannot define it any more than we can define genius. But we can illustrate it. That is what this book attempts to do.

All creative individuals build on the works of their predecessors. No one creates in vacuo. All civilizations evolve from earlier societies. Speaking of the great centuries of Mycenaean culture, the Attic Greeks had a saying: There was a Pylos before Pylos, and a Pylos before that. We would like to know the name of the creative genius who first produced elaborate cavern paintings in north Spain, perhaps as early as 40,000 BC, becoming, as the evidence suggests, the first professional artist. But there is no evidence of individuals in this huge artistic movement. There is, however, some shadowy evidence of the existence of a man of (apparently) universal genius, who acted, as it were, as the man-midwife of ancient Egyptian civilization. Imhotep was a vizier or prime minister or chief servant of a succession of pharaohs in the Third Dynasty, beginning with Djoser, who reigned from 2630 to 2611 BC, and ending with Huni, half a century later. Imhoteps activities were so multifarious, and covered so long a period, that one scholar has suggested that the name Imhotep is a conflation of two people, father and son, but there is no actual evidence for this surmise. Imhotep was, among other things, an architect, and he caused to be built the famous stepped pyramid at Saqqra. This was the first large-scale pyramid that, by virtue of its internal engineering, remained stable (it survives to this day), escaping the fate of earlier large structures which collapsed in what the Greeks were later to call a katastrophe-. Imhoteps pyramid was thus the precursor of the colossal pyramids created at Giza under the Fourth Dynasty. Equally important was the complex of buildings attached to the stepped pyramid. They are signed with Imhoteps name, and they confirm a tradition, which was preserved throughout the history of ancient Egypt and finally reached written form about 250 BC, that Imhotep was the first man to build in stone. And certainly his funerary complex is a formidable work of architecture, looking surprisingly modern, its pilasters beginning the long progression of forms which first culminated in classical Greek temple architecture from 700 to 400 BC, and which is with us still.

Imhoteps name occurs in another group of works at Saqqra, and it is clear that he was a creative artist of large accomplishments. But he was more than that. As chief priest and secular minister to Djoser, he lived at a time when Egyptian civilization, building on the work of the first two dynasties (and the predynastic rulers), achieved its characteristic forms, which then acquired permanence and canonical authority, and lasted for more than 2,000 years. This is most noticeable in the hieroglyphics, which emerged strongly under Pharaoh Menes, the great statesman who united Egypt about 2900 BC, but assumed their wonderful stylistic elegance under Djoser and his immediate successors. This too must have been the work of Imhotep, suggesting that he brought together, while chief executive of the kingdom, a group of leading craftsmen in all forms of art and workmanship and, through them, imposed a uniform way of creating. I know of no other case in history in which a single man played so determinant a part in the creation of a civilization, or rather of its outward and visible forms. He must have been a man of exquisite taste, as well as of inventive genius and powerful will. The Egyptians themselves recognized his uniqueness. By the late period (c. 750332 BC), he had been deified, as a god of healing, among other things, and the first architect. Numerous bronze and stone statuettes of him survive, the latest being about AD 400, well over two millennia after his death, and he survives in the Greek pantheon too as a healing god, Asklēpios.1

The fact that Imhoteps reputation as a genius survived so long, and that he was worshipped (on the island of Philae, for instance) as a great creative artist and man of science, almost into the dark ages, when Athens and Rome themselves were in precipitous decline, shows that creativity is sometimes handsomely rewarded by successive generations benefiting from it. We build pantheons and mausoleums, we create academies of immortals (as in Richelieus Paris), we adorn a Poets Corner in Westminster Abbey, preserve an Arlington Cemetery or an Escorial or an Invalides or a Valhalla overlooking the Rhine. In such hallowed places repose the mortal remains of honored individuals, including creators. Some creators reap astounding financial rewards, too. Luca Giordano, an accomplished seventeenth-century artist with a large practice but skills and invention essentially of the second rank, left the immense sum of over 300,000 gold ducats to his heir. Picasso (as we shall see) was commercially the most successful artist who ever lived, and when he died in 1973, his estate in France (deliberately underestimated for tax purposes) was worth $280 million. We make other acknowledgments, too, these days, awarding Nobel prizes, honorary degrees, and the like. But Nobel awards often emit the unmistakable whiff of politics, other prizes often seem futileFrance now has more than 4,000 literary prizes but precious little in the way of literatureand honorary degrees are a kind of recondite joke among the cognoscenti, though alas not up to the standard of Frankie Howerds face in raising a laugh. In contemplating worldly success, I often think of the stately, seriocomic figure of Roy Jenkins, a British politician of the third quarter of the twentieth century, who collected baubles, such as peerages and honorific posts (he was chancellor of Oxford University) with immense enthusiasm and diplomatic skill. He was a hard worker who, on the verge of his eighties, wrote two large-scale biographies, of Gladstone and Churchill, which became best sellers, though his work in general shows no evidence of great creative power. Nonetheless, he collected more honorary degrees than any other man in history, exceeding Einsteins total by a considerable margin. Lord Jenkins once told me, with some satisfaction: I believein fact I am certainthat I am the only one who has done the double-double. On inquiring, I found that this meant he had received honorary degrees from both Yale and Harvard, and Oxford and Cambridge. I do not know what he did with this immense collection of parchment scrolls. My philosopher friend A. J. (Freddie) Ayer, also much honored, used his scrolls to paper the downstairs lobby of his London house. In general, those who covet and obtain worldly honors do not cut impressive figures. One of the most curious sights of Oslo in the 1890s was Henrik Ibsen, walking to a public dinner, wearing his decorations. So keen was he on medals that he actually employed a professional honors broker to get them from every government in Europe. He wore them on his dress clothes, reaching to his waist and even below it, and he often pinned a selection to his everyday suits. Thus weighted down and clanking, he strode nightly to his favorite caf, for schnapps. Unlike Lord Jenkins, he was a creator of some substance. But his habit was unbecoming unless (and this seems unlikely) his intent was humorous.

What strikes me, surveying the history of creativity, is how little fertile and productive people often received in the way of honors, money, or anything else. Has there ever been a more accomplished painter than Vermeera painter closer to perfection in creating beautiful pictures? How Vermeer must have cared about what he was doing! And how hard and intensely he must have worked to do it! Yet when he died, his widow had to petition the local guild for charityshe and her children came to abject poverty. That has been the fate of so many widows of fine artists. Sometimes the poverty of creators is not the fault of the system but of individual weakness. Guido Reni earned immense sums in his day, but he gambled them all away and had to hire himself out as an artists day laborer. Franz Hals was also prolific but drank up all his wealth; or so his enemies saidI suspect the truth is more cruel. It seems to me horrifying that the widow of Johann Sebastian Bach, a hardworking man all his life, at the top of his profession as organist and composer, and a careful and abstemious man too, should have died in poverty, as did the sister of Mozart, another prodigiously industrious and successful maker of music. Both these men were creators on a colossal scale, and consistently produced works of the highest quality. But they could not achieve security for their families.

It is always distressing, too, to find a creative spirit driven, or driving himself, to writing begging letters. Beethoven teetered on the edge of this abyss.2 Dylan Thomas fell over it and plunged deep into its humiliating depths. Half the contents of the fat volume containing his collected letters are appeals, mainly disingenuous if not downright mendacious, for money.3 If Thomas had devoted half of the time and energy he lavished on begging to actually writing poetry, his oeuvre might have been twice as big. I recall his plump, tousled, cherubic, but dissolute figure, wandering distracted in the garden of my Oxford tutor, A. J. P. Taylor, in 1947 or 1948. Taylor had a house belonging to Magdalen College, and there his wife, who adored Thomas, had installed a caravan, in which for a time the poet lived, not so much writing poetry, as she supposed, as composing cunning begging letters, often incidentally abusive of her and her hospitality. But no one who studies them will suppose that creators are a particularly amiable or grateful tribe.

Take, for instance, the case of Richard Wagner. He was a writer of begging letters who might have served as a model for young Dylan Thomas. In fact Thomas was highly critical of Wagner. He wrote to his mentor, the novelist Pamela Hansford-Johnson: [Wagner] reminds me of a huge and overblown profiteer, wallowing in fineries, overexhibiting his monstrous paunch and purse, and drowning his ten-ton wife in a great orgy of jewels. Compare him with an aristocrat like Bach!4 But Wagner could have taught Thomas a lot about begging. Here, for instance, is the composer writing to Baron Von Hornstein: I hear you have become rich. In order to rid myself of the most pressing obligations, worries, and wants which rob me of my peace of mind, I require an immediate loan of ten thousand francs. To the blind Theodor Apel he wrote: I live in desperate penury and you must help me! You will probably feel resentful but, O my God, why am I driven to ignore your resentment? Because for a whole year I have been living here with my wife in utter poverty, without a penny to call my own. Wagner often used his starving wife in his begging letters. To Eduard Avenarius he wrote: My wife beseeches you most humbly to give the bearer of this note 10,000 francs for her. Liszt, a recipient of begging letters from Wagner, was often subjected to the wife method: My God! How hard I always try not to weep [for the necessary funds]. My poor wife! Or: I can beg. I could steal, to bring happiness to my wife! Liszt was also beseeched to do Wagners begging for him. Thus: Listen, Franz! I had a divine inspiration! You must get me an Erhard grand piano! Write to the Widow [Erhard] and tell her that you visit me three times a year, and you definitely require a better grand piano than my old lame one. Act with brilliant impertinence. I must have an Erhard!5

In fact, Wagner never lived in poverty. He needed and begged for cash, and used it (plus credit) in vast quantities, because of his methods of composition. To understand creation, and creators, better, it would be useful to have a list of what creators need to inspire their faculties. Carlyle, for instance, required absolute silence, and his letters resound with his angry and usually unsuccessful attempts to obtain it. Proust, too, sought the total elimination of noise and had the walls of his apartment lined with cork. Dickens needed mirrors in which to pull faces imitative of his characters. Byron required night. Walt Disney needed to wash his hands, sometimes thirty times in an hour. Other creators are less specific. But Wagner was adamant. What he needed to write the verse of The Ring, and then to compose it, was quite simple: overwhelming luxury. He needed luxury in his surroundings, his rooms, the air he breathed, the food he ate, the clothes he wore. In order to live in a world of imagination, he wrote, he needed a good deal of support and my fancy needs sustenance. He insisted: I cannot live like a dog when I am working, nor can I sleep on straw or swig cheap liquor. Wagner required a beautiful landscape outside his windows, but when he wrote music, the silence had to be absolute and all outside sounds, and sunlight, had to be excluded by heavy curtains of the finest and costliest materials. They had to draw with a satisfying swish. The carpets had to be ankle-deep; the sofas enormous; the curtains vast, of silk and satin. The air had to be perfumed with a special scent. The polish must be radiant. The heat must have been oppressive, but Wagner required it. Berta Goldwag wrote: He wore satin trousers. He needed an unusual degree of warmth if he was to feel well enough to compose. His clothes (which I made for him) had to be heavily padded, for he was always complaining of the cold.6 Frau Goldwag was not an ordinary supplier of clothes. She was the leading Viennese couturier and milliner, who normally dressed society ladies. At a time when he was bringing forth begging letters, Wagner sent her a list of his sartorial requirements. They included four jackets, one pink, one very pale yellow, one light grey, one dark green. His dressing gowns had to be of pink with starched inlets, one ditto blue, one green, one quilted dark green. He required pink, pale yellow, and light gray trousers, plus one dark green like the quilted dressing gown. He also commanded six pairs of boots, in pink, blue, gray, green, yellow, and white. Wagner sent Frau Goldwag orders for coverings for all his rooms, ranging from blue bedcovers with white linings through ribbons, as many and as beautiful as possible, to a large quantity, 2030 yards, of the lovely heavy pink satin material. He left detailed instructions on how his rooms were to be painted and adorned. Thus the dining room must be dark brown with small rosebuds, the music room brown woollen curtains with Persian pattern, the tea room plain green with violet velvet borders and gold trim in the corners and the study plain brown-gray with purple flowersand so on through the whole house. Through these rooms strode the composer, according to one woman witness: Snow-white pantaloons, sky-blue tail coat with huge gold buttons, cuffs, an immensely tall top hat with a narrow brim, a walking-stick as high as himself, with a huge gold knob, and very bright, sulphur-yellow kid gloves. So far as I know, other musicians did not object to Wagners sartorial tastes. Fellow creators sympathized. Indeed Dumas pre, when Wagner called, felt he had to receive him wearing a plumed helmet, a military belt, and a Japanese silk gown. Dressing the part appeals to creators. Handel always composed in court dress. When Emerson wrote his essay on Michelangelo, he insisted on wearing a special dress coat he had bought (acquired was his word) in Florence.

Whether or not Wagner was the son of the actor, poet, and painter Ludwig Geyer, or of his legal father, Friedrich Wagner, a police actuary, there was plenty of theater in his genes, and the theatrical manner in which he liked to dress and live was natural. It was, too, suited to his music, whose rich and luxurious themes, harmonies, and orchestration seem entirely in keeping with his personal tastes. Luxe, calme et volupt: Baudelaires famous line has a resonance in Wagners work that is not wholly coincidental. Both men created according to new principles and impulses that were pushing to the fore in the late 1850s. Wagner began the first act of Tristan und Isolde, which many historians judge the beginning of modern music, shortly after Baudelaire published Les Fleurs de Mal, often described as the beginning of modern literature. Each man recognized the importance of the other. And Baudelaire was also a persistent, shameless, and utterly self-centered writer of begging letters.

Does any of this matter? Wagner felt, passionately, that he was pursuing a lonely and overwhelmingly difficult task in creating a new kind of music, against all the forces of inertia, conservatism, and mediocrity in the world of opera, and that he not only needed but thoroughly deserved all the material help he could get. In the end he received such help in abundance, and he often failed to acknowledge it. He was indeed selfish, egotistical, ungrateful, and unkind to an unusual degree, and there is nothing edifying about his life and career, except his creative work. But that is an exception which makes all the difference. Wagner not only transformed the way in which opera is written and performed but created an oeuvre of extraordinary beauty and large dimensions, which delights, awes, and terrifies ever larger audiences a century and a half after the works were composed. Beneficiary of generous friends and colleagues in life, who were ill-rewarded for their help, he has been, in death, the benefactor of humanity. That is a typical creators story.

But is there a typical creator? I do not think there is, and the essays that follow, dealing with a wide selection of creative figures in the arts, seem to confirm this view. What can be said is that creation is always difficult. If it is worth doing at all, we can be sure it is hard to do. I cannot think of any instance in which it is accurate, let alone fair, to use the word facile. Mozart composed with, at times, astonishing speed. When he was nineteen, for instance, he wrote all five of his violin concertos in a single summer. They are of extraordinary quality, and the way in which he learned from one and applied the lessons to the next is almost as impressive as the relentless vivacity with which he wrote each in turn. But there was nothing easy about them, and it is overwhelmingly obvious, reading the scores and his autographs and letters, that he worked extremely hard. When, indeed, did he not? It was the same with, say, Charles Dickens. Prolific he might be, and mesmerizingly quick in developing great themes and scenes. But it was all hard, dedicated work, in which he poured out everything that was in him, unsparingly, recklessly. I am in a perfect frenzy of Copperfield, he wrote, in the middle of creating one of his greatest novels. The word frenzy is well chosen. It applies, also, perhaps, to others: to Balzac, in the fit of writing (as he called it), and at times to Dostoyevsky.

Much of composition and creative activity is pursued under daunting difficulties. Wagner might demand (and normally get) luxurious comfort in order to write his scores. But it must be remarked that for much of his career he was a political outcast, in trouble over his involvement in the events of 18481849 and sought by the police, forbidden to enter many parts of Germany, and banned from seeing performances of his works wherever the writ of the imperial police ran. An even more distressing case was that of Caravaggio, and the fact that he had only himself to blame did not make things easier for him. In 2005 exhibitions of his late works were held in Naples and London, and very poignant occasions they were. All these works had been painted while Caravaggio was on the run, doubly so for he was wanted by the Roman police for murder, and by the Knights of Malta, a peculiarly relentless organization, for a variety of misdeeds. He could not maintain a regular studio or rely on permanent assistants. Often he had to paint in improvised surroundings that his younger contemporary Rubens, for instance, would have regarded as insupportable. Yet during this period of distress, worry, and fear, constantly on the move, he produced twenty-two major works of art, of astounding originality and often of vast size. It is a fact we must bear in mind, in considering the failings of creative people, that to produce their work often involves prodigies of courage, as well as talent.

An unusual degree of courage is demanded of those whose desire and ability to create are limited by physical debility. But courage and creativity are linked, for all serious creation requires intellectual courage. It is frightening to enter your workroom early in the morning and face an empty canvas, a blank sheet of paper, or a score sheet, knowing that you must inscribe the marks of a completely original work. The fact that you have done it before helps, if only in the sense that you know you can do it. But this never quite removes the fear. Indeed, creative courage, like physical courage in battle, comes in a limited quantitya form of personal capital, which diminishes with repeated demands on it, and may even disappear completely. Thus, toward the end of World War I, the conflict that imposed more repeated demands on mens courage than any other in history, veterans of conspicuous courage, holders of many awards for gallantry, suddenly refused to face the enemy again, and were arrested for cowardice, or sent to hospitals: Freud treated some of them in Vienna and wrote about them. Equally, creative people who have repeatedly overcome daunting challenges may suddenly, as they age, lay down their tools and refuse to go over the top again. This happened to Carlyle, after he finished Frederick the Great. I suspect that it was happening to Dickens in his mid-fifties, and that this is why he turned to reading his existing works instead of writing new onesreading was an activity requiring physical daring rather than intellectual courage. His attempt to write The Mystery of Edwin Drood was a last defiant effort to regain his pristine valor; he died before completing it.

Creative originality of outstanding quality often reflects huge resources of courage, especially when the artist will not bow to the final enemy: age or increasing debility. Thus Beethoven struggled against his deafness, amid a chaos of broken piano wire, wrecked keyboards, dirt, dust, and poverty, to achieve the extraordinary drama and serenity of his string quartets, Op. 130, 131, 133, and 135, surely the most remarkable display of courage in musical history. Painters have had to deal with deteriorating eyesight: this happened to Mary Cassatt, who, being a woman, was unusually aware of the physical demands painting imposed on the artist. In 1913, having resumed work after two years of inactivity imposed by eye trouble, she wrote: Nothing takes it out of you like painting. I have only to look around me to see that, to see Degas a mere wreck, and Renoir and Monet too.7 She ceased to paint completely after two operations for cataracts failed. Her dealer, Ren Gimpel, visiting her at her villa in Grasse in March 1918, wrote of his distress to find that the great devotee of light was almost blind. She who loved the sun and drew from it so much beauty is scarcely touched by its rays. She lives in this enchanting villa perched on the mountains like a nest among branches. She takes my childrens heads between her hands and, her face close to theirs, looks at them intently, saying How I should have loved to paint them.8

An even more distressing case was that of Toulouse-Lautrec, but it was also an inspiring one, in some ways, for his inherited disabilities, of a most painful and shaming kind, brought out prodigies of courage and willpower. A life of horror and self-degradation was redeemed by a mass of creative work of superlative quality. Though he did not reach his thirty-seventh birthday, and was often too ill to paint, the quantity of his oeuvre is impressive and the quality high. He was born to wealth and came from one of Frances grandest families, which had once possessed the rich city of Toulouse and still owned thousands of acres of fertile land. But the family had a fatal propensity to inbreed. Henri and four of his cousins were victims of the doubling of a recessive gene carried by both his parents and his uncle and aunt. One female cousin merely suffered from pain and weakness in her legs. But three others were genuine dwarfs and badly deformed as well, one of them spending her entire life in a large wicker baby carriage.

Henri was a little more fortunate. Fragility at the growth end of his bones hindered normal development and caused pain, deformation, and weakness in his skeletal structure. This condition became obvious in adolescence. It baffled the doctors and proved impossible to treat. As an adult, he had a normal torso but his knock-kneed legs were comically short and his stocky arms had massive hands with club-like fingers. His bones were fragile and would break without apparent cause. He limped, and he had very large nostrils, bulbous lips, a thickened tongue, and a speech impediment. He sniffed continuously and drooled at the mouth.9 Most men with his afflictions would have done nothing with their lives but hide and brood. In fact Lautrec compounded his troubles by becoming an alcoholic and contracting syphilis, though he had been warned against the woman who infected him.

But he had courage, and his courage not only enabled him to fight against his ill health and debilities by hard work but also to do amazingly daring things with his pencil, pen, and brush. Along with his bravery, his dwarfism may actually have helped his art. He had to stand right up to the canvas and thus avoided impressionist fuzz. Though he is normally grouped with Monet and the rest, he was no more an impressionist than Degas and Cassatt. He became a linear artist of great skill, the best draftsman of his time in Paris, Degas alone excepted, and he developed a strikingly original sense of color. The kind of courage that allowed him to show himself at all, and to work, made it possible for him to penetrate the behind-the-scenes worlds of the circus, the music hall, the theater, and the brothel. Isolated himself, and weird, he nurtured a strange gift for capturing the bizarre character and vigor of a star performer. His subjects leap out at us from the canvas or print, grotesquely vibrant like himself, as vivid as their greasepaintonce seen, never forgotten. His images had a perceptible influence on the whole course of twentieth-century art, and it is impossible to imagine modern design without his colors, shapes, ideas, and frissons. A creative martyr in his way, a hero of creativity.

Equally striking, in this category of courage, are the life and work of Robert Louis Stevenson, which can now be studied day by day in the eight rich volumes of his collected correspondence.10 Like Toulouse-Lautrec, Stevenson was a sick man from childhoodnot a dwarf or a cripple, but a man with weak and unreliable lungs, which finally killed him when he was in his early forties. As his letters show, there were few days, and fewer still weeks or months, when he could work normal hours without a conscious effort of will. He found writing (as he admitted) hard, especially to begin with. The kind of originality he demanded of himself added a huge extra dimension of difficulty, and his health added yet another. Few writers have shown such constant courage over the whole course of a career. Few have hit the original note so often as he did, with Kidnapped, Treasure Island, The Master of Ballantrae, the marvelous verses for children, and strange tales like Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Given the effort everything took and the brevity of his careerless than two decadeshis output was impressive. I can never pass a set of his Collected Works in a library or a bookshop without, as it were, taking off my hat to this brave man.

This creative courage is of many different kinds. What are we to think of the quiet, withdrawn, silent, uncomplaining courage of Emily Dickinson? She continued to write her poetry, and eventually amassed a significant oeuvre, with little or no encouragement, no guidance, and no public response, for only six short poems were published in her lifetime and these against her will. She worked essentially in isolation and solitude, a brave woman confronting the fears and agonies of creation without help (or hindrance either, as perhaps she would have said). Then there is the courage of persistence, in the face of failure or total lack of recognition, as shown by David Hume, whose brilliant Essay on Human Understanding fell dead-born from the press, as he put it; or Anthony Trollope, whose first novel, The Macdermots of Ballycloran, was (so far as he knew) never reviewed at all, and sold not a single copy. There is the courage of age, too. My old friend V. S. Pritchett, the best critic of his day and a short-story writer of genius, told me in his eighties how he had to drag himself moaning and protesting up long flights of stairs to his study at the top of his house in Primrose Hill, without fail every morning after breakfast, to begin his invariable stint of workand this continued into his nineties. Another old friend, the novelist and playwright J. B. Priestley, described to me how (in his late eighties) he sat at his desk at nine each morning and practiced little strategiescleaning his pipe, sharpening pencils, rearranging papers and implementsto delay the dreaded but inevitable moment when he had to begin putting words on paper again. All the same, creation is a marvelous business, and people who create at the highest level lead a privileged life, however arduous and difficult it may be. An interesting life, too, full of peculiar aspects and strange satisfactions. That is the message of this book.
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Chaucer: The Man in the Fourteenth-Century Street




GEOFFREY CHAUCER (C.13421400) was perhaps the most creative spirit ever to write in English. Indeed it could be argued that he created English as a medium of art. Before him, we had a tongue, spoken and to some degree written. After him, we had a literature. He came, to be sure, at a good time. In his grandfathers day, England still had a hieratic-demotic language structure. Only the plebeians habitually spoke English, in a variety of bewildering regional forms. The ruling class spoke French and wrote in Latin. Edward I and his son Edward II spoke French. They understood some English, though they certainly did not, and probably could not, write it. Edward III, born in 1312he was a generation older than Chaucerspoke English fluently. The Hundred Years War, which he launched five years before Chaucer was born, opened a deep chasm between England and France that made the close interaction and simultaneous development of their culture no longer possible. The use of French in official transactions went into precipitous decline. The rise of English as the language of law and government was formally recognized by the Statute of Pleading (1362), when Chaucer was a young man. It ordered that in all the courts, all cases shall be pleaded, showed, answered, debated and judged in the English tongue.1 The following year the lord chancellor, for the first time, opened Parliament with a speech in English.


At the same time, the number of people literate in English was increasing rapidly. In Chaucers lifetime, scores of first-class schools, led by William of Wykhams great foundation, Winchester College (still in existence), were founded, together with twenty distinct colleges of higher education at Oxford and Cambridge. Four times as many English manuscripts survive from the fourteenth century as from the thirteenth. There are, for instance, twenty medical manuscripts in English from the thirteenth century, 140 in the fourteenth, and 872 in the fifteenth.2 By the time Chaucer died, there were about 200 stationers and book craftsmen operating in London. The number of clerksa new term to describe men whose business it was to write and copy documentswas already formidable120 in the Chancery alone.3 Men (and some women) were acquiring libraries for their private pleasure, to supplement the growing number of institutional libraries in monasteries, colleges, and cathedrals. When Chaucer died, over 500 private book collections existed, and the price of paper had fallen so fast that a sheet of eight-octavo pages cost only one penny.4

Chaucers entry into history thus came at an auspicious moment for writers. Yet it was not so much an entry as a transformation. He found a language; he left a literature. No man ever had so great an impact on a written tongue, not even Dante, who transformed Florentine into the language of Italy. For Chaucer had the creative gift of appealing strongly to a great number of people, then and now. Before him there was very little. Beowulf is in Old English, almost incomprehensible today to English-speaking readers, and dull, too. No one ever reads Beowulf unless forced to do so (in schools or universities) or paid to do so (as on the BBC). Gawayn and the Green Knight is little more attractive. Of Middle English works, Langlands Piers Ploughman is taught or read as a duty, never for pleasure. Chaucer is in a class by himself, and a class joined by no one until Shakespeares day. He was, and is, read for delight, and in joy. Over eighty complete manuscripts by Chaucer have survived, out of many hundredsperhaps over 1,000published in the fifteenth century. Many of them bear the marks of continuous circulation and perusal. When printing came to England, Caxton pounced on The Canterbury Tales and published it, not once but twice. It has been in print for 520 years, and even today it is one of the texts that teenagers begin in compulsion but finish in delight. And Chaucer has attracted a body of commentary and elucidation over the centuries which is rivaled only by Shakespeare.5

How did this happen? What was so special about Geoffrey Chaucer that gives him this unique status as the founder of English literature? We here enter one of the personal mysteries that always seems to surround acts of creation. For, on the surface, there was nothing particularly outstanding about Chaucer. He might be described as un homme moyen sensuel of the fourteenth century. The three contemporary portraits we have of him, the basis of an extensive iconography in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (and thereafter), show him as a jolly, prosperous, happy member of the late medieval upper middle class.6 He was the son of a successful London vintner, John Chaucer (c. 13121368), and was educated at home. His family provided an excellent upbringing. Vintners have tended to be well-traveled, sophisticated men, with many links abroad, especially in Italy, France, the Rhineland, and the Iberian countries, often in high circles. John Ruskin, one of the best-educated Englishmen of the nineteenth century, was likewise the son of a vintner and was taught at home. When Chaucer was a teenager, his father secured him a post as page in the household of Lionel, afterward duke of Clarence, third son of Edward III. Lionel, who was two years older than Chaucer, married first the greatest Anglo-Irish heiress of the day and then the leading Italian heiress, Violante Visconti.7 It would be difficult to think of a more sophisticated finishing for the young Chaucer. He was thereafter at ease in any society, including the highest, at home and abroad. Lionel had a taste for magnificence, which Chaucer admired. When he set off to claim his Visconti bride in 1368, he had a train of 457 men and 1,280 horses, and at the wedding the aged poet Petrarch was a guest at the high table. By this time, of course, Chaucer had moved on. In 1359 he was in France with Edward IIIs invading army and was taken prisoner and ransomed. He married (probably in 1366) Philippa, and had three children by her: Thomas, Louis (or Lewis), and Elizabeth. Philippa was the daughter of Sir Paon Roet of Hainault; more important, she was the sister of Katherine Swynford, third wife of John of Gaunt, Edward IIIs richest and best-connected son. This connection ensured that Chaucer had Gaunts powerful patronage throughout his career. He thus held many positions at court and in the royal service, including membership in several important diplomatic missionsto Genoa and Florence (13721373), to Spain, and to France and Lombardy (1378). From 1374 on, he held a lucrative post as head of the London customs, with an official house. In 1386, he was knight of the shire for Kent, where he had a house and lands. He also served (in 13911400) as deputy forester for Petherton in Somerset, where he likewise had an estate. His official duties mean that he crops up in the records at least 493 times, and is, or ought to be, better known to us than any other English medieval writer. But these records are disappointingly impersonal, and efforts to bring Chaucers official activities to vigorous life have been only partly successful.8

What does seem clear, however, is that Chaucers career at the courts of Edward III and Richard II had its ups and downs. Though his connection with Gaunt brought him jobs, perks, and money, it also involved him in party politics, which could bring trouble as well as rewards. In 1389 he was appointed to the great office of clerk of the Kings Works, which put him in charge of Westminster Palace, the Tower, and eight of the royal residences; the next year St. Georges Chapel, Windsor, where the Knights of the Garter were installed, was added to his duties. This clerkship was a position of considerable power and a means of acquiring wealth. But a year later, he resigned it and moved himself to Somerset. Politics? It seems likely. Chaucer certainly suffered in 1386, during the rule of Thomas, duke of Gloucester, who ousted the John of Gaunt Gang from power. This was the year of the only political reference in Chaucers poetry, the line That all is lost for lack of steadfastness. Chaucer deplored cowardice in any context, politics included.9 But he seems to have flourished under Henry IV, as his gratuity of 20 a year was promptly renewed by the new monarch. Much of his life was spent at the very heart of medieval government at Westminster, since he had a home in the garden of the Lady Chapel of the Abbey, on the spot where later was built Henry VIIs magnificent late-Gothic chapel; and Chaucers body was the first to be placed in the section of the Abbey that we now call the Poets Corner.

The richness and variety of Chaucers career gave him opportunities few English men of letters have enjoyed. He traveled at the highest level all over western Europe, and he saw at close quarters the workings of half a dozen courts. He was involved professionally with the army and navy, international commerce, the export and import trade, central and local government finance, parliament and the law courts, the Exchequer and Chancery, the agricultural and forestry activities of the crown estatesand of private estates tooand the workings of internal commerce and industry, especially the building trade. Diplomacy and the church, politics and the law, the nations well-being in war and peaceall these spheres were familiar to him. He must have met and conversed with almost everyone of consequence in England over many decades, and with plenty of notables from the Continent too. Among those with whom we know he had dealings were great merchants like Sir Nicholas Brembre, Sir William Walworth, and Sir John Philpot; the Lollard Knights, followers of William Wycliffe (Sir Lewis Clifford, Sir John Clan-vowe, Sir Richard Sturry, and Sir William Neville); diplomats and officials such as Sir Guichard dAngle, Sir Peter Comtenay, the Bishop of Durham Walter Skirlawe, Sir William de Beauchamp, and Sir John Burley; and grandees like Gaunt himself.10 Chaucer worked at the heart of the establishment of Plantagenet England and was familiar with its corridors of power. He knew how to get a tally paid by the Exchequer and, the most valuable trick of all, how to get a writ through Chancery, with its Great Seal attached. He knew, too, how to get entre to the Kings Privy Chamber, and how to get a room allotted to him in a royal palace or tent city. At the same time, he never lost contact with his middle-class and trading origins. He carried with him the prudent habits of the City of London and the country lore of a modest mansion in the Kentish Wealdhe knew inns and staging posts, shops and workplaces, smithies and ferryboats, cross-Channel packets, and inshore fisheries. He certainly spoke and read French and Italian, and probably some German, Flemish, and Spanish. Like many another English autodidact, including at least two monarchs, King Alfred and Queen Elizabeth I, he knew enough Latin to translate Boethiuss De Consolatione Philosophiae, and he was familiar with the works of Dante, Boccaccio, and Petrarch (he may, indeed, have met the last two).11

That Chaucer was influenced in his writing by French and Italian literature, then much more advanced than Englands, was inevitable and, indeed, can be demonstrated by internal evidence in his work. He often followed continental forms. Thus his first masterpiece, The Book of the Duchess, a poem of 1,334 lines written in 1369, when he was in his late twenties, followed the French device of the dream, as does the 2,158-line House of Fame (unfinished), written in 13741385 at intervals during his busy official career. His longest poem, Troilus and Criseyde, of 8,239 lines, from the second half of the 1380s, is taken direct, so far as the story goes, from Boccaccios Il Filostrato. But that is only the final stage in a long genealogy of borrowings going back through Guido delle Cotoune via Benoit de Sante-Maure to Dares Phrygius and Dictys Cretensis. Apart from the story, Chaucers poem has little in common with Boccaccios, striking a note of high seriousness and sadness quite lacking in the Italian.12 Chaucer looked to others for structure and metrical tricks, but never for content. This is particularly noticeable in his relationship with Dante, whom he admiredwho hasnt?but essentially ignored. Their minds and worlds of thought were quite different. Indeed, Chaucer, with a clear reference to Dante, admits in Troilus, Of heaven and hell I have no power to sing.13 We have here the first indication of a great divide already opening between English and Continental literaturean English concentration on the concrete and practical, as opposed to the abstract.

A more pertinent question is what made Chaucer a poet in the first place. With a successful official career already launched, why turn to verse with what can only be called professional determination and ardor? Though Chaucer never tells us what drove him to literature, he more than once complains how hard it is to become a master of words. As he writes in yet another dream poem, The Parliament of Fowls, a delightful fantasy of birds choosing their mates on St. Valentines Day (1382):



That lyf so short, the craft so long to lerne,

Thassay so hard, so sharp the conquerynge.



No poet, grumbling as he trudges upstairs to his study to begin the days quota of lines, has ever put it better. Why, then, did Chaucer embrace the craft with such tenacity? Here, I think, the Continental evidence is highly relevant. Poets, so far as we can tell, had no status in England in 1360. It was a different matter across the Channel, as Chaucer discovered. At the courts of France and Burgundy poets were held in high regard and were able to advance their own careers, and help their families, by pleasing verse-loving, sentimental princes. Chaucer found that in Italy Dante was the one truly national figure; Dantes fame, beginning shortly after his death in 1321, had spread everywhere by the time Chaucer came to Italy. Boccaccio and Petrarch, both still living, were also celebrated and revered, the toasts of courts, the favorites of princes. Such favor was not, as yet, to be had in England, but it could be earned. Chaucer also noted that celebrity and favors were most commonly secured by such poets when they turned their skills to vers doccasion, jubilee poems to mark princely feasts and red-letter days. He wrote accordingly. Thus his Book of the Duchess was almost certainly an allegorical lament on the death of Blanche of Lancaster, first wife of his patron, John of Gaunt; and The Parliament of Fowls celebrated the marriage of his king and benefactor to Anne of Bohemia.14

That Chaucer, a man of robust practicality, with his eye to the main chance, was influenced by such considerations of worldly glory and reward cannot be doubted. One of his perks was a daily measure of wine, and his connections ensured that it was of high quality. He must often, as he sipped it at his writing desk (to refosculate his spirits, as Hobbes put it), have reflected that the craft, hard though it was, brought its rewards in this world. Yet this is plainly not the whole story, or even half of it. No one who reads Troilus and Criseyde or The Canterbury Tales, his two great masterworks, can mistake the pervading note of relish: Chaucer loved to write. Writing was life to himbreakfast, dinner, and supper; meat and drink; the purpose, solace, comfort, and reward of existence. His early essays in verse gradually built up a great reservoir of self-confidence, so that the thin trickle of ideas, similes, metaphors, devices, and word ecstacies gradually turned into an irresistible torrent, a raging, foaming river of felicity that brought him great happiness to pour upon the page. Such self-confidence is of the essence of creation. In a writer of genius like Chauceror Shakespeare, Dickens, and Kipling, the English writers he most resemblesconfidence with words, ideas, images, and sheer verbal acrobatics takes over the personality, so that exercise of the skill becomes a daily necessity, and expression of what lies within the mind is as unavoidable as emptying the bladder and bowels (a comparison which would have appealed to Chaucers earthy tastes). Chaucer wrote because he had to write, out of compulsive delight.

He was intoxicated with words, as we shall see. But he was also entranced by men and women, their endless variety, their individual foibles and peculiar habits, their weird tastes and curious manners, their innocence and their cunning, their purity and lewdness, their humanity. What went on in his mind, as he observed his fellowsand no writers work ever gave better opportunity to see a wider spectrum of activitieswas the astounding, almost miraculous, indeed divine comedy of people; and the phrase had a much closer application to his work than to Dantes. Chaucer could be, when it was right, censorious and condemnatory, scornful and satirical; he could laugh and even sneer, inveigh against and rage at the wicked and petty. But it is clear he loved the human race, and the English in particularthey were his literary meat. Such love of humanity had to come out, just as did the hot, foaming words in which he expressed it.

So in the late 1380s or early 1390s, Chaucer, having written in Troilus a great poem of dignified beauty, began The Canterbury Tales. It was as though the whole of his life had been a preparation for this astonishing summation of the fourteenth-century English. There is nothing like it in the whole of western literature. Balzacs Comdie Humaine and Zolas Rougon-Maquart novels are, by comparison, sketchy and incomplete, as well as gruesomely long-winded compared with Chaucers matchless brevity. The England of his day is all there in the Prologue and the connecting links and in the tales themselveschurch and state; rich and poor; town and village; saint and sinner; honor; greed, deception, and guile; innocence and virtue both heroic and quotidian: all the pride, pathos, grandeur, pettiness, and sheer appetite of life as he had watched it in his time. In creating this vast, wide-ranging work of art he pinched ideas from others, and some of his plots are lifted whole, but all is transformed and made into something new, rich, and strange by his genius. Moreover the essential structure of a pilgrimage to Canterbury, with each of a mix of pilgrims forming a cross section of life, each telling a tale, is essentially Chaucers own. Nothing could have been more apposite for his experience and peculiar skills. It is an outstanding example of a creative idea producing a volcanic explosion of consequential ideas, which pour forth from the source in an irresistible flow.

Chaucer was probably the first man, and certainly the first writer, to see the English nation as a unity. This was his great appeal to his contemporaries, for the long war with France produced a sustained wave of patriotism, people no longer seeing each other as Norman or Saxon but as English, who no longer read French much and who wanted to read about themselves in English.15 What Chaucer gave them was this, and something more: his was the English they spoke. It was one of his great creative gifts, which no one else was to possess to the same degree until Shakespeare came along, that he could write in a variety of vernaculars. There was the basic distinction, well understood by his time, between hieratic and demotic, or what people called lered or lewed (learned or lewd). The word lewed or lewd already meant vulgar but had not yet acquired its connotation of obscenity. Lered was full of Latinizing and French words; lewd was made up of much shorter words largely of remote Germanic origin, including vulgarisms the knightly class was not supposed to use (the men did; not the ladies, as a rule). Chaucer could not only write in both vernaculars (others could do that); he could also mingle them. In his dream poem The House of Fame, he as author has a dialogue with the Eagle, an upper-class bird which is so lered that it can rhyme dissymulacious with reparacions and renovelauches with aqueyntaunces, but can also, when it feels inclined, descends to demotic speech:



With that this egle gan to crye,

Lat be, quod he, thy fantasye!

Wilt thou lere of sterres aught?

Nay, certeynly, quod y, ryght naught.

And why? For y am now to old.

Elles I wolde thee have told,

quod he, the sterres names, lo,

And al the hevenes sygnes therto,

And which they ben. No fors, quod y.

Yis, pardee! quod he; wostow why?



As has been observed, the Eagle (like Chaucer), has achieved and is proud of a bidialectical ability. For phrases like lat be, ryght naught, no forswhich meant no matterand pardee (par dieu or by God!) were vulgar speech.16

It is the strength of Chaucer that he was conversant with the technical terms in which, for example, lawyers, intellectuals, military men, engineers, etc., talked about their trades; but he also mocked such jargon. Thus the yeoman in The Canons Yeomans Tale says, We seem wonderfully wise because Oure terms been so clergial and so queynte. The Shipman, speaking in the Epilogue to The Man of Laws Tale, says he will not use scholarly jargon:


Ne phisylas, ne termes queinte of lawe

Ther is but litel Latyn in my mawe!



Sometimes, however, Chaucer gets a character to use technical waffling (as Shakespeare was to do, often) to get a laugh. Thus the alchemists vocabulary of the canon is repeated by his yeoman:


As boole armonyak, verdegrees, boras,

And sondry vessels made of erthe and glas,

Oure urynates and oure descensories,

Violes, crosletz, and sublymatories,

Cucurbites and alambikes eek17



Chaucers characters in The Canterbury Tales range from his knight, a verray, parfit gentil knight, as he is describeda gentleman remote from vulgarity of any kindand the extremely genteel prioress, Madame Eglentynes:


Ful weel she soong the service dyvyne,

Entuned in hir nose ful semely,

And Frenssh she spak ful faire and fetishly,

Alter the scole of Stratford alte Bowe,

For Frenssh of Paris was to hire unknowe



down to common artisans like the Miller and the Host, the innkeeper Harry Bailly. The fact that the key role of commentator is given to Bailly indicates Chaucers leaning toward the plebians for purposes of dramatic impactthey had never before appeared, except symbolically, in English letters. Bailly is a man of rude speech and boold but is nonetheless allowed to be bossy, even dominant. Chaucer had already made it clear, in the person of the Eagle, that I can lewdly to a lewed man speke, and he insists in the Tales that The wordes moote be cosyn to the dede. His text abounds in rough phrases: I rekke not a bene, I counte hym nat a flye, A straw for your gentilnesse! There is a good deal of actual swearing, and not just of Madame Eglentynes varietyHir gretteste ooth was but by Seint Loybut lower stuff, by my fay, a Goddes name, by Saint Ronyon, down to what even today would be recognized as actual swearing and obscenity. The Host himself interrupts what he considers a tiresome passage, denouncing it as drast, adding, Thy drasty rymyng is nat woorth a toord! But although Chaucer has the Parson rebuke the Host for swearing, he also has the Parson use the word piss (as does the well-worn Wyf of Bath, who has used up five husbands and is looking forward to a sixth; and, less surprisingly, the Canons Yeoman and the Miller).

What is more, Chaucer not only has the Miller tell his shocking tale but affects surprise that the majority enjoyed it: for the moore part they longhe and pleyde. In my day The Millers Tale was virtually banned for schoolchildren because it was so rude, but that did not prevent me from relishing it. It is one of the most accomplished of his stories and, moreover, includes a brilliant little portrait of the Miller himself. Full big he was of brawn and eek of bones, says Chaucer, calling him a skilled wrestler who could heave a door off its hinges, Orbreke it at a renning with his heed. Broad as a spade, he had a wart on the top right of his nose, and, sticking out of it, a tuft of hairs, Reed as the brustles of a sowis eris. His nostrils were black and wide and his mouth like a great forneys, with which he blew his bagpipe, leading the pilgrims out of towne.

Chaucer says the Miller was a janglere and a goliardesa gossip and a comedianwhose stories were moost of sinne and harlotries, so it is not surprising that his tale is about a pretty young wife of an elderly and doom-ridden carpentera wife who not only commits adultery with a smooth young student but fends off a tiresome parish clerk, who is besotted with her, by tricking him, in the dark, into kissing her exposed bottom, believing it to be her mouth. When the student himself tries the trick, the clerk, prepared, brands him with a hot poker, and this brings the tale to an amazing climax.18 For all its vulgarity, the story is related with great sophistication, and here it is worth noting that Chaucer, having experimented with all the meters then current among poets, is always adept at fitting his verse to his matter. He was a great experimenter but with a purpose, and in all his major works the type of verse he uses is eminently right. His favorite line was decasyllabic, and he uses it almost invariably in his mature work. But whereas in Troilus he favors the seven-line stanza or rhyme royal, as befits an epic of moving solemnity, for the fast-moving narrative of The Canterbury Tales he usually prefers the couplet. Chaucer, like all great tale-tellers, aims at deliberate speed; and as with other brilliant comedians who came laterone thinks of Shakespeare himself, Swift, and Waughuses enviable economy of means in his funny bits, the couplet of short sharp words being perfect for his purpose. He never uses two words where one will do, and The Millers Tale, a virtuoso exercise in brevity and keeping to the point, shows him at his best.

To set the scene for low life, immediately following the Knights elegant tale of chivalry and romance, Chaucer has a comic passage, in which the Host calls on the Monk to tell his story, but the Miller rudely interrupts to tell his. The Host objects that the Miller, or Robin as he calls him, is dronke of ale. The Miller replies: That I am dronke, I know it by my speech. But he insists nevertheless on going ahead with his legende of a carpenter and his wyf in which a clerk (scholar) hath set the wrights cap. This provokes an explosion from the Reeve: Stint thy clappe! Let be thy lewed drunken harlotrie! He says it is outrageous to bring a wife into disrepute. The Miller pooh-poohs the objection: there are a thousand good wives for one bad, and personally he trusts his own wife. So off he starts, and Chaucer apologizes for the nature of the story, adding that if the reader objects to it all he has to do is turn the page (it is one of Chaucers many innovations that he speaks directly to the reader in this confidential way). The tale is indeed lewd, although redeemed by the enchanting heroine (or perhaps antiheroine) Alison, the eighteen-year-old wife, wilde and yong, her body as lithe and slim as a weasels; she was a sight even more blissful than a young pear tree. Chaucer dwells lasciviously on how she plucks her eyebrows and dresses in the height of fashion, concluding that it is impossible to imagine So gay a popelotte or swich a wenche, skipping and jumping like a lamb, with a sweet mouth, a joly colt, Long as a mast and upright as a bolt, in short a primerole, a piggesine, For any Lord to leggen in his bed.

It is clear that this enchantress is to be allowed to get away with anything, and she does: not only does she cuckold her husband with the student; she also makes a fool of the amorous parish clerk by tricking him into kissing her bottomwhich done, Teehee, quod she, and clapte the window to. This is the first teehee in history, a peculiarly feminine expression of malicious laughter. Chaucers language in this tale is uncompromising. Alison exposes hir naked ers to be kissed, and her lover, in turn, has a hot poker thrust up amydd the ers. It is true that Chaucer does not actually use the word cunt, though in describing the student making a pass at Alison he writes, And prively he caughte hire by the queynte, which comes to much the same thing. However, Chaucer, feigning surprise, says at the end of his tale that nobody objects to the languageNe at this tale I saugh no man hym grevethough Oswald the Reeve is furious simply because he is a carpenter by trade and objects to someone of his calling getting the worst of it.

However, the Reeve gets his revenge when it comes to telling his tale by making the butt a Miller. This unfortunate man is humbugged not by one student but by two, who seduce his wife and his daughter and ensure that he gets a biff on the boko as well. The interest of his tale, for us, is that it deals in dialect: in fact it has been called the first dialect story.19 People in Chaucers day were already very conscious of regional speechChaucer himself says in Troilus there is so great diversite in Englissh and in writing of oure tongeand he repeatedly draws attention to the antagonisms of accents. The Parson, who objects strongly to northern alliterative styles in verse, replies, when the Host asks
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