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General Editor’s Preface

The reception given to a writer by his contemporaries and near-contemporaries is
evidence of considerable value to the student of literature. On one side we learn a great
deal about the state of criticism at large and in particular about the development of
critical attitudes towards a single writer; at the same time, through private comments in
letters, journals or marginalia, we gain an insight upon the tastes and literary thought of
individual readers of the period. Evidence of this kind helps us to understand the writer’s
historical situation, the nature of his immediate reading-public, and his response to these
pressures.

The separate volumes in the Critical Heritage Series present a record of this early
criticism. Clearly, for many of the highly productive and lengthily reviewed nineteenth-
and twentieth-century writers, there exists an enormous body of material; and in these
cases the volume editors have made a selection of the most important views, significant for
their intrinsic critical worth or for their representative quality—perhaps even registering
incomprehension!

For earlier writers, notably pre-eighteenth century, the materials are much scarcer and
the historical period has been extended, sometimes far beyond the writer’s lifetime, in
order to show the inception and growth of critical views which were initially slow to
appear.

In each volume the documents are headed by an Introduction, discussing the material
assembled and relating the early stages of the author’s reception to what we have come to
identify as the critical tradition. The volumes will make available much material which
would otherwise be difficult of access and it is hoped that the modern reader will be
thereby helped towards an informed understanding of the ways in which literature has
been read and judged.

B.CS.
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Introduction

The present volume takes up the criticism of Chaucer at
the moment when a new accent of ultimately great
importance begins to be heard: that of American, more
strictly, US, criticism. The first comment is that of
Emerson, who immediately strikes a fresh and
characteristic note, though there is no sharp break with
the preceding tradition. The last comment in this second
volume is also by a scholar from the USA. It is taken from
the first work of the learned and sympathetic Rosemond
Tuve, heralding a new age of professionalism, a new
recognition of the intellectual, artistic and social range
of Chaucer’s poetry. Her contribution is notably more
powerful, and more specialised, than that of her
distinguished older contemporaries of that same year,
though it maintains something of their gracefulness. The
year 1933 was chosen as the terminus ad gquem for critical
comment because that year seemed to mark the decisive
point of change in the balance between the amateur and
professional criticism of Chaucer. It marks the point of
overlap between the long tradition of the amateur critic—
amateur both as lover and as unprofessional—and the
beginning of the professional, even scientific criticism
in which the concept of the love of an author would too
often appear ludicrous. About the early 1930s, too, and
doubtless not accidentally, becomes more visible the
beginning of the break-up of the long and honourable
traditions of Neoclassical and Romantic criticism which
were so closely connected with the critic’s status of
gentleman-amateur. From the middle 1930s onwards, the
professional criticism of Chaucer by salaried academics,
not gentlemen (which had of course begun in a small way in
the nineteenth century), now dominates. This is not to
deny a professional competence, where it is needed, to the
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great figures in Chaucer criticism whose work fills the
latter pages of this volume: but their work retains an air
of almost innocent pleasure in and zest for literature, a
certain elegance of style, an appeal to the educated
‘common reader’, which, though not entirely lost in more
recent years, are hardly marked characteristics of the
modern ‘Chaucer industry’. The overlapping of the amateur
and the professional in the work that appears in the
latter pages of the present volume produced the best
criticism we have, which can and should be read not only
in historical perspective but for its direct illumination
of Chaucer’s quality and its own learning and humanity.

It may be remarked, however, that the twentieth-century
comments collected here do not often derive from the
general periodicals, written for non-specialist readers,
which provide the main source of comment in the nineteenth
century. The contributions of Huxley, Virginia Woolf, and
Praz were indeed published in general literary
periodicals, but they are in a minority, and most of the
extracts are drawn from specialist journals or similar
sources, though they are far less technical in tone, and
of much broader appeal, than such writings would normally
be today.

In the development from amateur to professional we see
some of the paradoxes of twentieth-century culture. The
more professional criticism at its best may be, because
more specialised, more learned and penetrating, less
simply a reflection of current predispositions.
Furthermore, the great increase of education and the now
fully accepted study of vernacular literature as a
university discipline and a desirable educational tool in
schools, have ensured that a higher proportion of the
population of Great Britain has at least had a brush with
Chaucer at school, and have made professional criticism
possible by providing jobs. On the other hand, the
prestige and quality of general literary culture have
declined in society as a whole relative to other
interests, notably science and sport, while modern
literary culture itself appears to be going through a
phase of hostility to traditional virtues and to
intellect.

Strangely enough, a recognition of the specialised and
thus fragmented culture of the latter part of the
twentieth century may bring us a clearer understanding of
some characteristics of Chaucer’s literary culture,
fragmented in a different way, than could the heroic
attempt of Neoclassicism and Romanticism to establish at
least a secondary, unified, Nature of sweetness and light;
but that is a story beyond the scope of this volume. Its
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complex development is only just beginning to show in the
work of Empson, Lewis and others in the early 1930s. In
general, the comments collected together in the present
volume, from 1837 to 1933, are essentially those of the
nineteenth century. They deploy the legacy of Neoclassical
criticism with its Romantic extensions, qualifications and
compensations, not fundamentally changing that
inheritance, but, so to say, spending it. It seems now
finished, and has given excellent value. The volume of
criticism in that hundred years is roughly equal to that
of the preceding nearly five hundred, though of course
each volume is the product of selection. A similarly
proportional selection from the last fifty years would no
doubt equal or exceed the quantity of all the previous
centuries’ criticism put together.

The nineteenth-century criticism of Chaucer offers a
varied field of pleasant reading. One is continually
impressed by its warmth, copiousness, energy, and
intelligence, if sometimes wearied by its longwindedness.
It still deserves the term amateur even in the case of
such a prolific and attractive journalist as Leigh Hunt
(No. 6), who wrote for a living. While at its weakest such
criticism may be merely ‘genteel’ and vapid, it draws
virtue from being the product of love, or at least of
liking. Nineteenth-century critics also have a quality
attributed by Wordsworth to poetry itself: the directness
and fullness of ‘a man speaking to men’. They continued
the earlier tradition of men writing from choice and
interest for assumed equals, with unaffected enjoyment of
their author or equally unaffected blame. They wrote out
of experience of life about ‘life’ (or history) in
literature. For them literature was a part of life, and
‘life’ almost the whole of literature. It is true that
they may be plainly wrong, frequently prolix, sometimes
sentimental, occasionally inconsistent, now and again
uncomprehending, and too often careless of evidence; they
neglect Chaucer’s Gothic earthiness; but they have a
directness and a warmth which is refreshing. Nothing is
forced, over-ingenious, ill-tempered or perverse. And one
may say, in the most general terms, that something like
this largeness and sincerity of mind is the main
impression they appear to have of Chaucer—surely a true
impression. Even when such an impression attributes to
Chaucer, and indeed expresses in itself, a certain
naivety, it records an ability to take much of Chaucer’s
work at its face-value, an ability which some late
twentieth-century over-interpretation would do well to
recover.
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IT

The continuity of the impression made by Chaucer’s works on
nineteenth-century critics as compared with eighteenth-
century critics is at once apparent, and of course witnesses
to the simple truth of the quality of the poetry, and of the
response of criticism, which no study of critical discovery
and change, and no relativism of outlook can destroy.
Chaucer’s work is indeed, as critics in all centuries
constantly remark, very varied; often humorous; often tender
and with pathos; full of vivid description and
characterisation; even, in parts, ‘dramatic’. Such, in
general, has been perceived from Chaucer’s own lifetime.
Even the emphasis on ‘The Canterbury Tales’ to the almost
total exclusion of other, works has its early antecedents.
Comments on such matters deserve to be frequently reiterated
in each generation. They are fully illustrated in the
extracts in the present volume, but they need no further
discussion here in their general form.

More specifically, Chaucer’s ‘realism’ begins to be more
strongly emphasised, as we would expect in a century which
sees the triumph of the realistic novel, the practical
successes of British society as a whole, and the strong
development of the scientific materialism always implicit in
Neoclassical literary theory. Chaucer’s realism is
frequently mentioned, for example by ‘Christopher North’

(No. 4), Ruskin (No. 9), and Mackail (No. 34). It probably
emerges in Bagehot’s sense of Chaucer’s ‘practical’ nature
(No. 10) and in Ker’s interesting perception, in his
magisterial article (No. 29), of Chaucer’s writing as ‘the
commonplace transformed’. The same general notion probably
underlies Aldous Huxley’s statement of Chaucer’s utter
materialism (No. 40); Manly’s view of Chaucer’s
meritorious progress in rejecting rhetoric and moving from
‘art’ to ‘nature’ (No. 43); Praz’s conception of Chaucer’s
prosaic English shopkeeping character (No. 44); and
Housman'’s commendation of Chaucer’s ‘sensitive fidelity to
nature’ (No. 51).

This is to make the highest concept of art an
identification of art with ‘nature’ (even with a concealed
premise of idealism and social control that certain aspects
of ‘nature’ should not appear in ‘art’). In such a situation
‘nature’ may triumph over ‘art’ in the critic’s estimation,
‘art’ itself may seem like falseness, and Chaucer’s
successful artistry may then be interpreted, as it was, for
example, by Landor (No. 13), as non-art; writing that is
childlike, realistic, and therefore by implication ‘true’.
Chaucer’s naivety was noticed, or invented, in the Romantic
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period, the first person to use the term being apparently
John Galt in 1812 (Vol. 1, No. 93), and it is referred to a
number of times in the present volume, American critics
being attracted to the notion (e.g., Thoreau, No. 3, Lowell,
No. 17). Naivety in turn reinforces the concept of Chaucer’s
childlikeness, or, a very different matter, his
childishness, as in Landor (No. 13), or Mackail (No. 34).
Chaucer’s ‘realism’ could also lead in other directions
in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, e.g., to
‘rationalism’, already suggested above in Huxley’s view of
his materialism, but that would prolong the line of
development too far from the texture of his poetry. The
constant emphasis on Chaucer’s realism, a basically
Neoclassical quality derived from the demand upon literature
to ‘imitate’ ‘life’, and already strongly emphasised by
Dryden (Vol. 1, No. 66), obviously responds to an extremely
important, prominent and (for Chaucer’s own time) novel
quality in his writing. The problem for critics has always
been, how to relate his realism to other aspects of his work
which are certainly non-realistic, unless the critic, like
Aldous Huxley, totally disregards these other elements.

IIT

To return to the texture of the poetry indicated by the
word ‘realism’, the diction of Chaucer, in association
with his ‘realism’, began to be discovered by Romantic
critics to be ‘plain’, as noted, for example, by Southey
(Vol. 1, No. 101), in total opposition to the response of
Chaucer’s fifteenth-century readers. Emerson is strong on
Chaucer’s plainness (No. 1) and the point is repeated,
e.g., by the anonymous reviewer of 1859 (No. 11) who
maintains that there is only one possible style: ‘natural,
straightforward, workman-like, and simple’. The denial of
alternative possibilities in the choice of style, very
characteristic of some modern thought about literature, is
almost to deny the possibility of art. It is suggested
again by the emphasis on Chaucer’s ‘naturalness’ by the
admirable scholar Lounsbury (No. 28), and by the less
scholarly Raleigh (No. 31). A true sense of the nature of
the possible richness of Chaucer’s style only develops
right at the end of our period with Professor Empson’s
brilliant comments on allusion and ambiguity (No. 46),
C.S.Lewis’s equally valuable perception of Chaucer’s
‘sententiousness’, and Mario Praz’s rather more
patronising exposition of his relation to Dante.
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Iv

The fruitful sense of Chaucer’s relation to the culture of
his time, a Romantic product for once really different
from Neoclassical concepts, and which in Chaucer
criticism, dates from Thomas Warton (Vol. 1, No. 83) and
particularly Godwin (Vol. 1, No. 87), is to be detected
variously in many essays and comments. It hardly allows
itself to be summarised briefly. In the nineteenth
century, as still in the late twentieth, we are far from a
satisfactorily systematic account either of literary
culture itself or of its relation to society as a whole.
Works of literary genius are perhaps by definition
anomalous. But in the nineteenth century many perceptions
of the relationships of Chaucer’s work to his general
social culture and the condition of England help to paint
a fuller picture of the work and culture of Chaucer’s own
time. They are valuable even when later scholarship has
used them in order to change them.

The relationship of Chaucer to his whole culture is very
generally expressed by Emerson (No. 1), who is particularly
sensitive to the way the poet acts as a spokesman for his
culture. Here Emerson’s total lack of a sense of differences
and of history—surely no writer was ever so naturally a
‘Platonist’, finding one thing like another, as he—is a
strength in responding to Chaucer’s Gothic
representativeness. Emerson’s chronological confusion, or,
to be plain, downright ignorance of the simplest historical
fact, as that Caxton lived a century after Chaucer, reveals
his corresponding weakness, the absence of any ability to
perceive difference and development.

Chaucer’s multiplicity of interest is also recognised by
the very interesting comparison, made by James Lorimer, of
Chaucer with Goethe (No. 7). (In the nineteenth century the
comparison of Chaucer with classical precedents, Homer,
Ennius, Virgil, so common in earlier centuries, is rarely if
ever made. Chaucer is regarded as too clearly different.)

The national mind is also found expressed in Chaucer by
Ruskin (No. 9). For him Chaucer is ‘the most perfect type of
a true English mind in its best possible temper’, and ‘quite
the greatest, wisest and most moral of English writers’,
though this is not unequivocal praise since it includes that
jesting and coarseness (‘fimesis’) which Ruskin regards as
so deplorable yet so integral a part of English strength.

F.D.Maurice feels that Chaucer ‘entered into fellowship
with common citizens’ (No. 15) and is the best type of
English poet. Both Mackail in 1909 (No. 34) and W.W.Lawrence
in 1911 (No. 35) respond in a somewhat similar and
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refreshing way to Chaucer’s representative multiplicity
(which is also frequently at least implied in the many
references to his dramatic power). But F.J.Snell (No. 30) a
few years earlier, in 1901, with modest and perhaps in
consequence disregarded originality, takes it further and
accepts calmly what Ruskin deplores, that Chaucer’s variety
shows that he is not, in all his writings, a ‘responsible’
poet, thus reversing the Neoclassical and Romantic
requirement that a great poet, or at least, great poetry,
should be a great moral teacher. Finally, Chaucer’s
representative quality is flatly denied in a brief,
journalistic, but penetrating sketch in 1933 by Chesterton,
who asserts that there never was a less representative poet
than Chaucer (No. 49).

Minto (No. 21) makes a valuable attempt to relate Chaucer
to the chivalric system, though in intellectual rather than
social terms. There are various views about Chaucer’s own
status in his society, and of his consequent attitudes.
Morris maintains the older view and contrasts Chaucer the
gentleman with ‘the people’ (No. 27), while Smith sees him
as a Conservative (No. 14). James Lorimer (No. 7), however,
in 1849, finds Chaucer to be ‘of the progressive party’.
Chaucer the bourgeois, so frequently met with in Chaucer
criticism of the latter part of the twentieth century, makes
his first appearance in a penetrating comment by that
strange bourgeois, Swinburne (No. 26), and is developed in
1927 in Praz’s Italianate view of the staid, mercantile,
bourgeois poet (No. 44); though Tout, with the authority of
a great historian of the period, describes him as a prudent
courtier.

Another aspect of Chaucer’s representative genius and
relation to his culture is the nineteenth century emphasis
on his ‘Englishness’. Once again Emerson (No. 1) is early,
if not first, with this note, expressed as a compliment but
obviously not with the patriotic self-confidence that the
English nineteenth century felt to be as appropriate as the
late twentieth century feels it inappropriate. The Scottish
writer of passage No. 7 expresses Victorian patriotism in
1849; it appears again in Ruskin (No. 9), again in No. 22
(by W.Cyples) in 1877, and in touches elsewhere.

Another aspect of Chaucer’s relationship to the culture
of his own time, which links up with a perception of his
rationalism noted above, is discussion of his religious
position, which again is related to a view of his personal
temperament. For the sixteenth century, and even for
Wordsworth (Vol. 1, No. 88), partly on the basis of texts
wrongly attributed to him, Chaucer was something of a
rationalist, and consequently, a religious reformer, but the
general opinion in the nineteenth century tends to see him
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as something of a rationalist and therefore somewhat
lukewarm in religion and not a reformer. For Alexander Smith
(No. 14) and ‘Matthew Browne’ (No. 16) he is a Conservative
and a Laodicean, not the stuff martyrs are made of. This
topic was picked up by Tatlock in a massively learned
article (No. 39) which does not fundamentally change this
opinion, though it has not gone unchallenged by more recent
Chaucer criticism. Chaucer’s temperament is seen as easy-
going, kindly, in accordance with his absence of
ecclesiastical rigour, for example by the advanced and
kindly theologian F.D.Maurice (No. 15), as by other kindly
men like Thoreau (No. 3) and Lowell (No. 17), and through
this tolerant geniality we are led back again to Chaucer’s
dramatic capacity to represent many different kinds of men,
and his consequent representative quality.

The culmination of this study of Chaucer’s relationship
to his own society and culture is to be found in the works
by Tatlock and Tout already mentioned, and in the equally
learned and readable study by Lowes (No. 47) which
felicitously touches on, and may be said to summarise, so
many of the learned topics started in the nineteenth
century, while raising others, such as the importance of the
oral element in Chaucer’s poetry, which are still being
worked out. Tatlock, Tout and Lowes are all represented here
by substantial and central contributions, which however are
only a small proportion, in terms of bulk, of their
extensive, usually more technical, work, on Chaucer,
fourteenth century life, and the relationship between them.

v

These very varied studies on Chaucer’s relationship to his
own culture exemplify a well-known and profound
development in the nineteenth century by no means limited
to Chaucer studies: namely, the new sense of historical
change, of the past being validly different from the
present. This change is often associated with Romanticism,
and in so far as any large-scale cultural change can be
associated with individual men it is associated with the
work and influence of Sir Walter Scott. Signs of it are to
be noticed in the period before that covered by this
volume as early as Gray and Hurd (Vol. 1, Nos 81 and 82)
and elsewhere, including the historical survey of
criticism by Hippisley that concludes Vol. 1, but it is in
the latter part of the nineteenth century and first third
of the twentieth that it flourishes. Many of the examples
already referred to directly illustrate the sense of
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history, but it is revealed perhaps even more vividly in
the new sense of relativity of judgment, adumbrated by
Hippisley, continued by Horne (No. 2), but most fully
expressed, as one might expect, by Miss Spurgeon herself
in her introduction to her collection of criticism of and
allusions to Chaucer, which does not prevent her own view
of Chaucer himself being very characteristically late
Romantic (No. 41). But if, as she says, critics describe
and judge themselves, she comes out very well with her
large, humane, learned and cheerful view of Chaucer. In a
more critical way, though with equal magnanimity,
C.S.Lewis shows a sense of historical depth and change by
his comparison of Chaucer’s ‘Troilus’ with Boccaccio’s ‘Il
Filostrato’ (No. 48), and begins to retrieve, for the
first time since the seventeenth century, a sympathetic
feeling for Chaucer’s traditionally ‘sententious’ style.
Lewis argues that Chaucer ‘medievalises’ Boccaccio, and
perhaps thus unconsciously reveals his own roots in the
Romantic medievalisation that accompanies the sense of
historical change, though Lewis safeguards his Romantic
medievalism by powerful learning and literary insight.
Neither Spurgeon nor Lewis slips into a purely
relativistic view of literary value.

VI

The description of Nature (conceived of mainly as natural
scenery) is a marked characteristic of nineteenth-century
poetry which finds a slight but interesting echo in
Chaucer criticism. Ruskin (No. 9) asks some very
interesting questions, and Brooke (No. 18) makes a
relatively full survey which demonstrates many nineteenth-
century characteristics. He finds Chaucer’s landscape
limited, but ‘exquisitely fresh, natural and true in spite
of its being conventional’. This admirable essay on
Chaucer’s landscape becomes in part a study of Chaucer’s
visual imagination, and makes some effective comparisons
with the paintings of the early Italian Renaissance
painters. It is a pioneering work whose lead was not
followed till the middle of the twentieth century. The
very last extract in this volume, by Rosemond Tuve (No.
52), from her first book, is as learned, subtle and
penetrating as one would expect on Chaucer’s relationship
to the poetic tradition of describing the seasons. She
shows there is no simple and direct response to unmediated
experience.
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VII

On the whole, nineteenth-century critics have little feeling
for the relation of poetry to earlier poetry: they tend to
judge poetry as a direct response to experience, in
accordance with Neoclassical anti-rhetorical principles taken
over, even emphasised, by Romanticism. Critics find it easy
enough, therefore, to note Chaucer’s humour as frequently as
did eighteenth-century critics. Chaucer’s humour, and the
necessarily autonomous, fantasising, self-sufficient, and
therefore non-imitative quality that inheres in all humour
even when ‘realistic’, are partly at the root of Arnold’s
famous complaint that Chaucer lacks ‘high seriousness’ (No.
24), just as they are also no doubt partly at the root of
Arnold’s corresponding sense of Chaucer’s genial worldliness
and humanity. Perhaps Swinburne’s similar comment on
Chaucer’s lack of sublimity has a similar source (No. 26).

In the nineteenth century there is also a question of the
decency of Chaucer’s humour, though no one gets very excited
about it. Sometimes his humour is partially excused as
‘broad’ (No. 18) or it may be partially condemned, as by
Ruskin (No. 9), who coins the useful word ‘fimetic’, but it
is normally felt to be ‘healthy’ (as surely it is), and
usually kindly, as by Lowell (No. 17). It thereby
contributes to, or is a product of, the view of Chaucer’s
poetic, or indeed actual, personality, as genial and
tolerant. An approach to a more analytical discussion is
made by Leigh Hunt (No. 6), but apart from him Chaucer’s
humour is barely analysed until the very beginning of the
twentieth century, when Hart in 1908 analyses ‘The Reeve'’s
Tale’ in terms of comic ‘poetic justice’ derived, no doubt
unconsciously, as already noted (Vol. 1, introduction), from
the premises of eighteenth-century Neoclassicism. In the
same year (No. 33) Saintsbury makes a less systematic but
useful attempt to argue that it is humour which unifies
Chaucer’s apparent miscellaneity. He also makes one of the
rare attempts to deny, at least by implication, the almost
universally accepted concept of the fully dramatic nature of
the separate ‘Tales’, when he observes that the specific
tellers may be forgotten. But the old dramatic principle,
and Chaucer’s sense of humour, were then winningly reunited
in Kittredge’s most influential essay on ‘The Canterbury
Tales’ as a ‘connected human comedy’, which also effectively
denied the miscellaneity of the ‘Tales’ (No. 36). But human
comedy is mainly a term to signify drama, and even with Hart
there is no thoroughgoing analysis of Chaucer’s humour in
the period covered by these volumes, frequent as are the
references to it.
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VIII

In discussing humour one would have thought that Chaucer’s
irony could hardly be overlooked, but the distrust of
Neoclassical writers for ambiguity of any kind presumably
inhibited eighteenth-century critics, and Chaucer’s irony
only slowly achieved recognition in the nineteenth
century. There is a reference by John Payne Collier in
1820 to Chaucer’s ambiguities; Isaac D’Israeli in 1841
remarked that ‘Chaucer’s fine irony may have sometimes
left his commendations, or even the objects of his
admiration, in a very ambiguous condition’; but these are
brief passing references which may be found in Spurgeon
(see Bibliographical Note) and have not been reprinted
here. The first substantial reference is by Leigh Hunt
(No. 6), one of the most attractive of Chaucer’s critics,
who begins something of a technical analysis of Chaucer’s
work in several directions, including his humour, as noted
above. After Hunt in 1846, an interesting contribution on
Chaucer’s irony is made by Lloyd in 1856 (No. 8). Hales
picks up the topic in 1873 (No. 20), and Raleigh in 1905
(No. 31), but it is not much emphasised in the period
covered by this book, in contrast to its perhaps excessive
dominance in the understanding of Chaucer in the second
half of the twentieth century, which no doubt follows the
emphasis by the American New Critics of the mid-twentieth
century on the centrality of irony to poetry. Within this
present volume the more recent view is foreshadowed by
Professor Empson’s remarkable work, of great originality,
on ambiguity in general, with its interesting examination
of Chaucer.

IX

The predominance of the realistic and humorous Chaucer did
not completely exclude other responses. The beauty of his
work, or Chaucer’s own sense of beauty, are often
mentioned in passing and occasionally emphasised, as for
example by the anonymous author of No. 11, or by Stopford
Brooke (No. 18) (and merely to note this prompts the
reader to wonder how many professional students of
literature in the late twentieth century would consider
‘beauty’ a subject worth mentioning or discussing, and how
much we have in consequence narrowed in sensibility).

On the whole, nineteenth-century critics seem to mention
Chaucer’s sensibility and tenderness more frequently than
those of the eighteenth (or of the late twentieth), and they
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also sometimes associate with his tenderness something of
love and romance. Yet love is not mentioned as often as
might be expected, considering that it is Chaucer’s main
topic, and the principal thread on which so much nineteenth-
century literature was strung. No doubt romantic love in
Chaucer was felt to be more ‘ideal’ and less ‘real’ than
domestic comedy or natural scenery, and there was also
perhaps felt to be some complication in the relation of love
to sexuality. Nevertheless, love was not neglected.
‘Christopher North’ (John Wilson) in 1845 (No. 4) notes that
a new love-poetry arises in early medieval Europe, and
remarks on the ‘predominancy of the same star’ in many poets
of different vernaculars who make ‘one might almost say,
man’s worship of women the great religion of the universe’.
This is perhaps the earliest example of the recognition of
‘the allegory of love’ and of the religion of love, which
was not fully developed until C.S.Lewis’s famous and
influential book ‘The Allegory of Love’ (1936). Wilson sees
this exaggeration of love as a curious ‘amiable madness’
that long dominated ‘the poetical mind of the reasonable
Chaucer’; for him it evokes tedium and the image of
childishness. Wilson prefers poems that tread ‘the plain
ground’ . His typical nineteenth-century preference
stultified his own insight and it is not surprising that
love in Chaucer’s poetry then remained practically
unremarked for thirty years, and then became the subject of
an essay which astonishingly considers that the general
interest in sex is waning. The author also makes the much
more likely observation that Chaucer is little read (No.
22) . The author, William Cyples, does not value highly that
nine-tenths of Chaucer’s work which he considers to be
melancholy, outlandish, immoral ‘erotics’; but, granted his
premises, it is a sensible and perceptive piece of
criticism, and at least the writer responds, though
negatively, to something that is really there. Arnold, too,
is rather dismissive (No. 24), while Sir Adolphus Ward, (No.
23) rather than recognise an interest in love is more
inclined to emphasise Chaucer’s satire of women. The topic
was re-opened by W.G.Dodd in ‘Courtly Love in Chaucer and
Gower’ (Harvard Studies in English, Volume I, 1913,
reprinted Peter Smith, Gloucester, Mass., 1959). Dodd
introduces into English Chaucer criticism ‘the system of
courtly love’ from slightly earlier French and American
scholars of French literature, and he summarises ‘the code
of courtly love’ from the ‘De Arte Honeste Amandi’ by
Andreas Capellanus. Dodd then proceeds to demonstrate the
presence of ‘the code’ in Gower and Chaucer, largely by a
summary of the relevant poems. Though most of Dodd’s
particular premises and conclusions have been subsequently
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attacked and in some cases refuted, such is the fate of
scholarship; Dodd’s is in its own terms an admirable piece
of work. It has so little literary criticism, however, that
nothing has been selected from it for the present volume. It
was not till some years after C.S.Lewis himself followed
Dodd’s trail in 1936 with wit, wisdom, eloguence and
literary passion, that the subject caught fire. Even then
Lewis, for all his genius, was no doubt helped by the much
greater post-war literary (and perhaps non-literary) taste
for sex and adultery. Lewis’s recognition of love is
represented in the present collection by his brilliant essay
on ‘Troilus’ (No. 48), which touches in brief so many
different points of Chaucer’s genius.

The nineteenth century had little more taste for romance
in Chaucer than for love. W.P.Ker’s remark about ‘The
Knight’s Tale’ that it is ‘romance and nothing more’ (No.
29), though followed by praise, nevertheless reflects his
own preference for the dourness and tragic muddle of life
found in Norse saga. The remark also sums up a general
(though not total) nineteenth-century dislike for, or
failure to understand, fantasy-structures, and preference
for naturalistic presentation, which even the self-
conscious fantasies of William Morris continually
demonstrate, thus carrying on the Neoclassical tradition
in its alliance with an empirical scientific materialism.
Now and again a note of approval of romance is found, as
in the appreciation by J.W.Mackail (No. 34), though he
also repeats some commonplaces, and has a certain
patronising attitude towards romance too frequently met
even in the late twentieth century.

With love and romance are often associated pathos, and
pity, which had long been intermittently recognised in
Chaucer’s work, and which are well brought out by Hales (No.
20), though astonishingly denied by the usually sensible
Lawrence (No. 35), who is more orthodox when he also denies
Chaucer the Neoclassical virtue of sublimity. Lewis’s essay
(No. 48), though not directly on Chaucer’s pity and pathos,
again contributes to a proper understanding of it, as of
romance, by his salutory insistence on taking many parts of
Chaucer’s work at their face value, with their ‘historial’,
sententious, unironic seriousness.

X

Chaucer’s works are rarely considered as allegory in the
nineteenth century. The earliest conscious recognition of a
strong allegorical element seems to be in the piece by
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‘Christopher North’ already referred to, where he treats
Chaucer as a ‘love allegorist’, though dismissively (No. 4).
Naturally the obviously allegorical translation of ‘Le Roman
de la Rose’ is normally accepted as such, with a few other
pieces, though not with pleasure, but allegory is not a
topic of general interest. (Even C.S. Lewis’s ‘Allegory of
Love’ (1936), which falls outside the scope of the present
selection, treats—surely rightly—Chaucer’s principal work as
literal, not allegorical.)

XI

Throughout the nineteenth century there was a growing,
though somewhat wavering and unsteady, appreciation of
Chaucer’s artistry. This naturally comprises many detailed
and various observations that do not lend themselves to
brief generalisation. Moreover, it was in conflict with
other preconceptions, such as the strong Romantic vein
emphasising ‘sincerity’ and ‘nature’; the older but
persistent Neoclassical concern with the imitation of the
materially ‘there’; and the specifically nineteenth-century
emphasis on childishness and naivety. This cluster of
concepts combined to depreciate the artificiality and
conventionality that are inherent in art or in any purposive
human activity. In some ways the anti-art concepts of the
nineteenth century came to a climax in Manly’s famous
lecture on Chaucer and the Rhetoricians (No. 43), in which
he represents Chaucer as emancipating himself from the
constrictions of rhetorical art and as turning at last to
‘nature’ .

But Manly’s lecture is more subtle than that, and is part
of the growth of a recognition of Chaucer’s artistry. The
lecture itself was ultimately, because of the information
and scholarship it contained, greatly to promote our sense
of the basically rhetorical nature of Chaucer’s art, as well
as our sense of how Chaucer bettered instruction. Manly’s
discussion of rhetoric was prompted directly by the
publication of E.Faral’s ‘Les Arts Poétiques du XIIe et du
X1ITIe Sieéecle’ (Paris, 1924), which is a good example of how
scholarship can open new vistas for criticism.

An early indirect recognition of Chaucer’s artistry is
provided by Horne’s careful analysis of the translations of
Chaucer (No. 2), which has many sharp observations; while
‘Christopher North’s’ comments on allegory (No. 4 (already
several times referred to) also imply recognition of art. The
best early analyses seem to be those excellent pieces by Leigh
Hunt (No. 6), where the experience of a fellow-practitioner,
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however minor, a clear mind and a generous temperament,
combine to produce interesting and instructive reading. From
Hunt onwards Chaucer continues to be referred to as a great
narrative poet. Narrative poetry as such was not regarded in
the nineteenth century as the highest kind of poetry, but
something of its special quality was coming to be
recognised. The unknown writer of No. 11 carried the
discussion further with his valuable notion of ‘the poetry
of situation’ in narrative, which he then goes on to connect
with the more usual concept of Chaucer’s dramatic power. The
notion that the larger patterns which are conveyed by
extended narrative may themselves have a meaning beyond the
narrated sequence of events is one that may lie behind the
discussions of narrative, but it never becomes quite
explicit. Both Lounsbury (No. 28) and Ker (No. 29),
admirable scholars and sound critics, convey a strong sense
of Chaucer’s artistry, even while (especially in Lounsbury’s
case) balancing it with a sense of Chaucer’s ‘naturalness’.
The balance may be summed up, perhaps, in the notion they
share (which perhaps Ker derived from Lounsbury), of how
Chaucer could transform the ‘commonplace’. Virginia Woolf in
a beautifully sensitive and percipient piece, which notices
many aspects of Chaucer’s work, responds to Chaucer’s
narrative skill with the appreciation of a practising
novelist, though without noticing much detail. Like others
she sees Chaucer as particularly conveying a kind of
‘ordinariness’, and calls this quality, with Neoclassical
appropriateness, ‘the morality of the novel’.

Lowes and Lewis are the critics who really bring the
informed learning of the literary historian to a
consideration of Chaucer’s art in general, though they also
consider many other matters. In the twentieth century, for
the first time, we begin to get a full sense of Chaucer’s
place within the great process of European literary culture,
though it is worth recalling that this had been adumbrated
earlier, especially by Coleridge (Vol. 1, No. 96).

The most specific key to Chaucer’s artistry has only been
somewhat uncertainly used even towards the end of the period
covered by these volumes, and that has already been referred
to: the key of rhetoric. Manly was the great discoverer,
though Manly did not quite know how to use it. Lewis is the
first critic really to understand Chaucer’s poetic rhetoric,
though with characteristic modesty he assumes that every one
else knows it too (No. 48).

One other aspect of Chaucer’s artistry attracts a certain
amount of discussion: his metre. This is connected with an
historical understanding of his language, which had
developed sufficiently by the eighteenth century for Gray
(Vol. 1, No. 81) for example, to have a clear idea of his
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regularities and of the need to sound final—e in some words
where it represents an earlier full inflection. By the early
nineteenth century most critics were not inclined to make a
difficulty of Chaucer’s scansion, though Nott (Vol. 1, No.
94) had confused the issue. In the present volume a brief
but highly judicious contribution from 1863 on the subject
of final -e represents the work of a great and generous
American scholar, F.J.Child (No. 12), and remains excellent
guidance. Gerard Manley Hopkins (No. 24) refers to Chaucer’s
scansion in a way that is perhaps more interesting from the
point of view of Hopkins’s own well-known interest in
scansion than from the point of view of understanding
Chaucer’s. The extracts are from letters and it would not be
right to take them as formal public comment; but it is
remarkable that as late as 1880, in his thirty-sixth year,
the great exponent of sprung-rhythm had not read ‘Piers
Plowman’. It seems probable that Hopkins had been misled
about metre by Nott’s remarks on Wyatt and Surrey. A year
later he is claiming that Chaucer is much more smooth and
regular than is thought by Mr Skeat (Hopkins even wrote to
Skeat, and received a polite, though baffled, reply from
that scholar harassed by too much work). Skeat himself is
not represented in this collection because he restrained
himself from criticism and his scholarly work is easily
available in his great six-volume edition of Chaucer’s
‘Works’ (see Bibliographical Note) .

XII

Discussion of metre has obviously verged on the discussion
of scholarship, which it is not the primary aim of these
volumes to record. Yet scholarship and criticism cannot be
clearly separated, any more than they can be identified.
Knowledge, if it does not always precede perception, is most
certainly a part of it, and the quality of a mind’s
knowledge inevitably affects the quality of its insight.
Many a critical folly would be avoided by the possession of
even elementary information. At the same time, knowledge is
not merely inert information, and critical insight in some
ways leads to knowledge. The dominance of certain critical
ways of thought has been constantly seen, in the course of
surveying six centuries of commentary on Chaucer, to
determine what kind of knowledge of Chaucer’s work can be
acquired at any given period.

Knowledge and criticism of Chaucer, in so far as they
can be differentiated, belong also to other systems of
thought as well as to the tradition of literary study.
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Knowledge of Chaucer the man belongs also to the system
of historical thought and investigation which developed
in the nineteenth century so much more rapidly than that
strange hybrid, literary history. In the late eighteenth
century Tyrwhitt had exercised as scholarly a scepticism
about the evidences for Chaucer’s life, as for the canon
of his work (Vol. 1, No. 84). Tyrwhitt’s scepticism was
somewhat offset by the extremely unscholarly Godwin’s
enthusiasm for what may be called ‘cultural’ history,
which was itself based on the uncritical accumulations of
biographical nonsense that went back to Speght (Vol. 1,
No. 53) and Leland (Vol. 1, No. 24), not to speak of
Shirley’s unreliable gossip (Vol. 1, No. 9). Now for the
first time, apart from Tyrwhitt, and much more thoroughly
than he, historical scholarship was brought to bear in
1845 by Sir Harris Nicolas on a scientific search for and
examination of documents that would establish a reliable
basis for knowledge of Chaucer’s life (No. 5). In
relation to what had previously been thought, most of Sir
Harris Nicolas'’s conclusions were negative. Chaucer, far
from attending both Oxford and Cambridge Universities, as
was natural for Humanist scholars to assume, attended
neither, i1f positive evidence is to be required. And so
with much else. Sir Harris Nicolas’s work is the
foundation stone on which rests the now very considerable
modern knowledge of Chaucer’s career. The work continued,
especially under the aegis of the Chaucer Society, which
published the valuable documentary collection of Life-
Records in 1900. This work remained the standard source
of knowledge of Chaucer’s life until 1966, but it does
not call to be illustrated here.

The general growth of historical scholarship of all
kinds in the nineteenth century, and its relation to
Chaucer studies, has already been touched on above. The
great achievements of historical Chaucer scholarship
itself, however, are those of the twentieth century:
Kittredge (No. 36): Tatlock (No. 39); Manly (though in
work other than that represented here, notably ‘New Light
on Chaucer’, 1926); Tout (No. 45); Lowes (No. 47); Tuve
(No. 52). The work of all these scholars remains not only
humane and readable but wvaluable as knowledge, even though
we no longer quite share their premises.

The more specific scholarship of Chaucer studies
increased in the nineteenth century. The man who
complained most about its deficiencies and did most to
remedy them in the field of historical English literary
studies, was the remarkable F.J.Furnivall. He founded the
Chaucer Society (now long since defunct) in 1868, and his
titanic and multifarious labours are represented here by
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his vigorous report, on the borders of criticism, ‘Work at
Chaucer’ (No. 19), written for ‘Macmillan’s Magazine’ in
1873. (It is hard to imagine a general periodical which
would carry such an account today.) Furnivall provides a
very useful summary, which therefore need not be repeated
here, of the progress of the various branches of
scholarship up to his time: study of the language,
Chaucer’s canon and text, his life, study of rhymes,
chronology of composition, manuscripts. All these provide
problems which, unlike many critical questions, admit of
right (or wrong) answers, at least in principle, and which
are a main, though not the only, foundation-stone of a
true understanding of Chaucer. It is perhaps particularly
worth emphasising how important is the establishment of an
internal chronology of the order of composition of the
various works, which in Chaucer studies followed the
creation of such a chronology in the case of Shakespeare.
This is specifically a nineteenth-century achievement.
When one reads a great critic, such as Samuel Johnson, who
wrote before the development of the historical sense and
its accompanying techniques, without any sense of the
relative immaturity of one work compared with the maturity
of another, one cannot but be astonished by the way that,
for example, ‘Titus Andronicus’ and ‘King Lear’ are taken
at the same level and assumed to provide the same sort of
evidence for Shakespeare’s characteristic genius. In the
case of Chaucer, what we now know to be his earlier works
were previously taken as evidence of his incapacity,
without any sense of their historical and personal place.
The result was the dominance of certain of ‘The Canterbury
Tales’ and the absence of relative judgments based on a
detailed understanding of the development of Chaucer’s
genius, and of the true balance in his work between
innovation, convention and tradition. The establishment of
some degree of historical perspective in the nineteenth
century, chiefly by ten Brink, began to enable scholars
and critics of Chaucer to consider his earlier works, and
perhaps particularly ‘Troilus’, with deeper understanding
and consequently greater enjoyment.

Another scholarly question with important implications
for criticism which was settled in the nineteenth century
was the question of the canon of Chaucer’s works. The
rejection of spurious works had been begun by Tyrwhitt,
and was continued more scientifically by Bradshaw and ten
Brink. The list of authentic works was definitively summed
up, apart from a very few minor problems, by W.W. Skeat,
‘The Chaucer Canon’ (1900), following on his edition of
works falsely attributed to Chaucer in ‘Chaucerian and
Other Pieces’ (1897), a supplementary volume to his
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‘Complete Works of Geoffrey Chaucer’. Tests of
authenticity are of different kinds, but are mainly
linguistic, or if stylistic, below that usual level of
conscious choice which constitutes the more literary
element of style. In other words, tests of authenticity
are objective, though intrinsically of little general
interest. It is paradoxical that criticism, which is
usually rated nowadays, not altogether wrongly, as a
‘higher’ activity than scholarship, is nevertheless
incapable of establishing with certainty either the exact
canon of the admired author, or whether various works were
written early, midway or late in his life. Criticism is
also fickle. ‘The Flower and the Leaf was admired as one
of Chaucer’s best poems by the great poets Dryden and
Wordsworth, not to speak of other writers, yet since it
was expelled from the canon it has been largely neglected.
The truth is that a writer’s authentic works themselves
constitute a system with their own inter-relationships. A
given poem or prose work draws part of its significance
from its relation to other works by the same author. When
that relation is apparently destroyed the now ‘spurious’
work loses significance in itself. Nothing, or at least no
work of art, exists in total isolation.

From another point of view, the final rejection from the
canon of Thomas Usk’s ‘Testament of Love’ (see Vol. 1, No.
2), for whose presence there was never any excuse, had
earlier readers actually read it, affected the view taken
of Chaucer’s life and personality, since Usk’s self-
accusation of betrayal of friends had been attributed to
Chaucer. ‘The Plowman’s Tale’ and ‘Jack Upland’ (both now
clearly shown to be spurious), when attributed to the
canon, had also affected men’s judgment of the system of
Chaucer’s work thus constituted, which then incorporated
works of a reforming religious spirit, and influenced
readers’ notions of what sort of man he must have been. A
poet’s life is itself a system, related to the system
constituted by his work, and this relationship naturally
affects the systems themselves.

One final point may be made about the canon of Chaucer’s
writings. Throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries ‘The Canterbury Tales’ dominated readers’
interests (as one may suspect the work always has done for
ordinary readers), but the number of references to
‘Troilus and Criseyde’ increases in the twentieth century,
not to the exclusion of ‘'The Canterbury Tales’, but to
reach something like parity of esteem by scholars. The
increasing sense of chronological development also begins
to allow the shorter poems, and especially ‘The Parliament
of Fowls’, a warmer appreciation. W.P.Ker (No. 29) gives
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perhaps the crucial example of this development of the
appreciation of Chaucer’s hitherto lesser-known works.

XIII

In the century covered by the present volume, from 1837 to
1933, we move without a break but with a real transformation
away from the quaintness of ‘old Chaucer’, the simple-minded
fellow, a great poet almost by accident, to a much stronger
sense of the great artist. In the twentieth century there
also enters yet another note, very different from the
patronising familiarity that is most noticeable in the
eighteenth century but is still occasionally heard even
today. A note of bafflement now arises in reading Chaucer,
which does not apparently derive only from his historical
remoteness. Chaucer is now found to have a peculiar
elusiveness, perhaps reflected in some of his ironies, in
the ambiguities that Professor Empson began to trace, or in
the ‘ordinariness’ that is not at all ordinary. Virginia
Woolf records this elusiveness most sensitively, and we may
think that it accords with something that was genuinely in
Chaucer himself, that perhaps he himself recognised, which
he conveyed when he represented the Host in ‘The Canterbury
Tales’ as commenting on him as ‘elvyssh by his contenaunce’
(VII, 703). This brief episode between the Host and the poet
records, from the very beginning, that curious mixture of
sensations of familiarity and strangeness that Chaucer and
his works evoke in the more fully instructed modern reader.

An aspect, or a source, of the mixture of familiarity
and elusiveness, 1s the curious combination of ease, with
which most of Chaucer’s poetry can be understood and
enjoyed by anyone who will take a little trouble with the
language, together with the difficulty of finding suitable
critical concepts to grasp the whole of his work. The
concepts derived from Neoclassical sources (and there were
no others till a period after this selection closes) are
only partly applicable to Chaucer, as to Shakespeare (and,
one might add, to many later writers as well). As the
Neoclassical concepts weaken or change in the earlier part
of the twentieth century, so criticism becomes more
tentative, less self-confident, more probing. Critics
become more conscious of the multiplicity of Chaucer’s
work; of his unfamiliar rather than merely faulty modes of
perspective; of a status for a poet different from what
has been conventionally expected; of a verbal art more
casual yet more elaborate than has been conceived since
the sixteenth century.
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XIV

It is notable that in the nineteenth century (as in other
centuries) Chaucer and his work were rarely assimilated to
the Romantic ‘medieval’ frisson shared by so many
different persons, and an important element in nineteenth-
century general culture. The outstanding example of
Romantic ‘medievalism’ associated with Chaucer is
remarkable as much for its isolation as its beauty:
Morris’s great Kelmscott Chaucer with the Burne-Jones
illustrations. In general Chaucer’s work does not seem to
lend itself to the dark mystery of a Christabel, the
swashbuckling adventure of an Ivanhoe, the adolescent
fantasy of love and adventure of St Agnes’ Eve. Chaucer’s
realistic ‘ordinariness’ seems usually to have broken
through the coloured mists of Romantic medievalising.

More surprisingly, because realism is historically often
associated with satire, relatively rare mention is made of
Chaucer’s satirical edge in the nineteenth and early
twentieth centuries, though Sir Adolphus Ward’s reference
to Chaucer’s satire (No. 23) has already been noted. Other
critics remark on Chaucer’s satire, but the emphasis is
far more on his genial toleration.

XV

The richness and humanity of nineteenth- and early
twentieth-century criticism of Chaucer needs no defence,
and much of it deserves to be read in its own right. It
will benefit from its own bequest to modern readers; an
historical perspective, a sympathy for the differences of
the past.

Literary criticism is a multifarious and hybrid
phenomenon, where genius is not always accurate, and
accuracy not always helpful. It has few essential premises
and relies on many variables and imponderables. It
reflects more than many intellectual activities the
colours of individual circumstances, feeling, knowledge
and imagination. Poetry lives in the minds of its readers,
and the same poetry takes on many differing configurations
and creates a sequence of many differing images of itself
when viewed in a uniquely long critical tradition such as
has been displayed in the two present volumes.

Granted all this, it is also true, and it has been one
of the main purposes of the present essay to point out,
that the tradition of criticism itself constitutes a
factor in what critics think, feel and say. An individual
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piece of criticism is to a larger extent than is often
realised part of a tradition, that is, of a partly self-
enclosed, systematic, historically developing, and
therefore to some extent historically conditioned
structure, with its own conventions and characteristics,
just like poetry, or language. Or rather, an historical
body of criticism is a number of various systems (again
like the poetry or language to which it corresponds),
complex in themselves, each enclosed by larger systems,
and often enfolding smaller systems. Naturally, criticism
is no more completely self-enclosed than language and
poetry. Like language and poetry it is genuinely also
‘about’ something other than itself. Though some
intellectual fashions in the early 1970s urge us to
believe that works of art, or even language-systems, are
essentially autonomous and self-enclosed, empirical common
sense resists such an extreme view, while welcoming the
valuable part-truth.

The partially systematic self-enclosed nature of
criticism can be seen easily enough in the way fifteenth-
and sixteenth-century critics repeat the judgments of
Lydgate, or eighteenth- and nineteenth-century critics
repeat Dryden’s judgments about the characters of the
‘General Prologue’. Blake’s pronouncements have the force
of genius, but they are as judgments relatively hackneyed.
It would have been easy in putting this collection
together to have provided evidence of this kind of
repetitive system in the criticism so extensive and
convincing as to have created a monstrous book, crushing
in interest and impractical to publish. Therefore I have
excluded, where I could, criticism that merely repeated
what had already been said. Even so, the reader will find
plenty of repetition, given partly as evidence of
continuity of witness, occasionally because of interest in
the man who expressed it, but also included because the
new is inextricably intertwined with the old, and both
need to be given in order that the statement should be
properly understood. There are also many inter-
relationships, many lesser structures or systems, set up
between different pieces of criticism, which the reader
will perceive, though they are not always editorially
commented on. They are ‘systematic’ in the sense that they
can be largely explained in terms of the critical
tradition, its premises and requirements at any given
time. That they can be so explained does not necessarily
mean, even when they seem wrong to us, that the critics
have not read the poems, or have been obtuse, or
insincere, or even that the qualities they see because
they have learnt to look for them, or have learnt to want
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them, are not in the poems. Chaucer’s poetry is itself
part of the larger cultural tradition, of which the
criticism is another part, and there are often real
correspondences between the criticism and the poetry,
though they may receive different emphases in different
periods. This does not imply that a piece of criticism, or
even a tradition of critical statements, may not be just
wrong. Men are fallible, of which the present collection
gives plenty of evidence. Criticism is at least partly an
intellectual activity, and if it could not occasionally be
wrong it could never be significantly right, and would
thus forfeit any claim to intellectual value. But the
present collection also illustrates the extreme complexity
of the critical processes even in the relatively
unselfconscious, or differently conscious, periods before
our own.



Bibliographical note

The general aim of the two volumes is to present a copious
selection of the criticism of Chaucer in English from his
own day until 1933. Though necessarily selective, I believe
nothing of significance has been omitted. The two volumes
divide conveniently almost in mid-nineteenth century.

Speght was the first editor to include ‘the judgments and
reports of some learned men, of this worthy and famous Poet’
‘Workes’, 1598, c.i a). Urry collected more such
‘Testimonies’. Hippisley, with an extract from whose work
our first volume concludes, appears to be the first to
attempt an articulated account of the course of such
comments. The process culminates in the great collection
made by Miss C.F.E.Spurgeon, ‘Five Hundred Years of Chaucer
Criticism and Allusion’, 3 vols, Cambridge, 1925 (reprinted
1961), whose entries reprint in full or in selected extracts
the comments she lists. Further references to other
criticisms and allusions have been made in the
bibliographies by D.D.Griffith, ‘Bibliography of Chaucer
1908-1953’, Seattle, 1955; and W.R.Crawford, ‘Bibliography
of Chaucer, 1954-63’, Seattle, 1967. The present work has
added a few more comments not previously noted elsewhere,
but this has not been a principal object. W.L. Alderson and
A.C.Henderson, ‘Chaucer and Augustan Scholarship’, Berkeley,
1970, is a detailed study of one aspect of the reception of
Chaucer with new bibliographical information. The work by
A.Miskimin, ‘The Renaissance Chaucer’, Yale University
Press, 1975, appeared too late to be used.

The present work has an orientation different from that
of Miss Spurgeon. Her intention was, especially in the
earlier period, to collect as far as possible every
reference, however repetitious, and whether literary or
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not, although for the nineteenth century she was forced to
be very selective. The present collection has a more
specifically critical orientation. There could be no
question of reprinting the great number of adaptations or
textual reminiscences, for their bulk is great and their
critical interest minimal. Nor have simple allusions,
references, nor quotations, been recorded, except in rare
instances where they have further, representative,
interest. The number of references to Chaucer listed in
the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries has consequently
been much reduced, though some new ones have been added.
The actual number of references, allusions, etc. from
subsequent centuries is also somewhat reduced: for
example, Scott’s numerous allusions to Chaucer find no
place in this collection because they are of little
critical interest, and such as they have, arising out of
their mere number, is adequately represented by Miss
Spurgeon. Keats read, enjoyed and imitated Chaucer; he
exulted in the possession of a copy of Speght’s edition of
1598 (wrongly dated 1596; letter of 31 July 1819 to
Dilke), but once again, his brief comments are of no
special Chaucerian interest as criticism and have not been
included. In contrast, many of the passages reprinted in
the present volumes are in themselves more extensive than
the extracts printed by Miss Spurgeon, in order to help
the passages to be seen as autonomous critical units, and
at least to suggest their own premises. The nineteenth-
century passages in particular are more extensive than
those reprinted by Miss Spurgeon, and differ considerably
in material and emphasis. Nevertheless Miss Spurgeon’s
work has naturally offered a most valuable guideline even
when I have departed from it, and it cannot be replaced.

In many cases, especially before the nineteenth century,
I have perforce reprinted mostly the same text as that of
Miss Spurgeon, but I have in almost every case gone back
to the originals and have often reprinted a more extensive
passage. In only a very few cases over the whole work has
a first edition or a manuscript not been used as a base. I
only hope I have been as accurate as Miss Spurgeon, but
even her texts have a few minor errors which I have
corrected, and in some cases, most notably that of Gray, I
have been able to give a text more accurate than any at
present current.

The texts have been presented with the minimum of
editorial interference. The original spelling and
punctuation have been retained but marginal comments and
footnotes, except where necessary for understanding, have
been removed. In some modern scholarly essays in Volume 2
a large selection of footnotes has necessarily been
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retained. I have not attempted to alter the mode of
reference to Chaucer’s text in any period, variable as it
is. The source of each comment has been given as briefly
as possible in the headnote to the comment, except where
it is more conveniently noted with the extracts
themselves. All the comments by one single writer are
grouped together even when separated in time. The
headnotes aim to give such information about the writer,
where it is available, as may enable him to be ‘placed’,
for his comment to be better understood. Some main aspect
of the comment is also usually touched on, partly, but not
always, with reference to the principal points of the
Introduction; without, of course, any pretence to
completeness. The main sources of biographical details are
those monuments of self-effacing scholarship, ‘The
Dictionary of National Biography’; A.B.Emden, ‘A
Biographical Register of the University of Cambridge to
1500’, and his equivalent three volumes for Oxford;
J.Foster, ‘Alumni Oxonienses’; J. and J.A.Venn, ‘Alumni
Cantabrigienses’; ‘Who was Who 1871-1916’; ‘Who’s Who’ for
subsequent years; ‘The Dictionary of American Biography’;
‘Who Was Who in America’.



The principal editions of
Chaucer’s “Works’ up to 1933

A. MANUSCRIPTS

Chaucer died in 1400. Manuscripts of his works, or at least
of his later works, circulated for reading during his
lifetime, as we may deduce from his little poem to Adam, his
scribe, from ‘Lenvoy de Chaucer a Bukton’, and from
Deschamps’ poem (Vol. 1, No. 1); but all the manuscripts we
now have were written in the fifteenth century. In number
they vary from the eighty-odd complete or fragmentary copies
of ‘The Canterbury Tales’ through the twenty-odd complete or
fragmentary copies of ‘'‘Troilus and Criseyde’ to the unique
copy of ‘Adam Scriveyn’. Some are splendid compilations fit
for a king, others are solid bookshop products, some others
(of short poems) are copies by interested amateurs. The
shorter poems are sometimes placed in small groups, but no
manuscript aims to put together the complete Works—the very
concept did not exist.

B. EARLY PRINTS

Caxton first printed ‘The Canterbury Tales’ about 1478, and
reprinted it about 1484. Wynkyn de Worde and Pynson, his
successors, reprinted it again. Similarly Caxton and his
successors reprinted separately a number of other works by
Chaucer. Copies of these editions are now exceedingly rare.

C. FURTHER EDITIONS

(1) 1532, ‘The Workes of Geoffrey Chaucer’, etc., folio
blackletter, edited by W.Thynne, printed by T.Godfray.
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This contains most of Chaucer’s genuine works, together
with the non-Chaucerian verse ‘Testament of Cressida’, the
prose ‘Testament of Love’, and other spurious poems. It is
in effect a collection of Chaucer and Chaucerian works,
and resembles in appearance one of the great fifteenth-
century manuscript volumes. It contains the Preface by Sir
Brian Tuke (see Vol. 1, No. 22) and other prefatory
matter, all of which was continued in the later
booksellers’ reprints.

Thynne (d. 1546), educated at Oxford, became an official
in the king’s household, and in 1526 chief clerk of the
kitchen. He sought assiduously for texts of Chaucer, and the
1532 edition is the first edition with claims to
completeness. He presumably recognised that several items
were not by Chaucer, though many careless readers attributed
them to him. For a list, see Leland, c. 1540 (Vol. 1, No.
24). The dedication of his edition was written by Sir Brian
Tuke (cf. Vol. 1, No. 22). Thynne wrote nothing on Chaucer
that has survived but is noted here for the sake of his
edition, the foundation of all subsequent editions until
that begun by Urry, published 1721 (cf. Vol. 1, No. 71 and
below, item 8). ‘A Short Title Catalogue of Books Printed
1475-1640’, The Bibliographical Society, 5068.

(2) 1542, ‘The workes of Geoffrey Chaucer’, etc., folio,
blackletter. Two issues, imprints by W.Bonham and John
Reynes. Contents are as in Thynne, save that ‘The Plowman’s
Tale’ is added after ‘The Canterbury Tales’. ‘Short Title
Catalogue’, 5069, 5070.

(3) c. 1550, ‘The workes of Geoffrey Chaucer’, etc.,
folio, blackletter; published by W.Bonham, R.Kele, T.Petit,
R.Toye. Except for the differing printer’s name there is no
difference between these issues. Contents are as in Thynne,
save that ‘The Plowman’s Tale’ is now incorporated within
‘The Canterbury Tales’, immediately preceding ‘The Parson’s
Tale’. ‘Short Title Catalogue’, 5071-4.

(4) 1561, folio, blackletter. Edited by John Stowe,
printed by Thon Kyngston for Thon Wight. There are two
issues: (a) ‘The workes of Geoffrey Chaucer’, etc., which
has a series of woodcuts illustrating ‘The General Prologue’
and is much the rarer of the two, only six copies being
known to me; (b) ‘The woorkes’, etc., which has no woodcuts
in ‘The General Prologue’. John Stowe (c. 1525-1605), whose
education is unknown, was son of a tallow chandler and
citizen of London. Stowe himself was a tailor but also a
most diligent antiquary, now famous for his ‘Survey of
London’, 1598; his first production, however, was this
edition of Chaucer. He was a collector of manuscripts, some
of which are now the treasured possessions of great
libraries, though Stowe himself was very poor in later life.
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One, presumably, of his manuscripts was the large collection
of verse which is now R. 3.19 of Trinity College, Cambridge,
and from which, it is thought, came the many mediocre pieces
of fifteenth-century verse, ‘a heap of rubbish’ in
Tyrwhitt’s words, which were added to Chaucer’s verse in
this edition. But a number of the additions were authentic
poems by Chaucer, and others, such as Lydgate’s ‘Story of

Thebes’, intend no deception. The volume maintains its
character as ‘Chaucer and Chaucerian’. ‘Short Title
Catalogue’, (a) 5075, (b) 5076.

(5) 1598, ‘The Workes of our Antient and Learned English
Poet Geffrey Chaucer’, folio, blackletter, edited by T.
Speght, imprints by G.Bishop, A.Islip for B.Norton, and
A.Islip for T.Wight. (See Vol. 1, Nos 51, 53.)
Hetherington points out that Speght disclaims
responsibility for the edition, already nearly complete
before he learnt of it. It is essentially a bookseller’s
reprint of the 1561 edition, having been entered at
Stationers’ Hall in 1592 and 1594, to which Speght
contributed the Life and Notes. Stowe made some hitherto
unprinted material available to him. In this edition were
first printed the spurious ‘'Chaucer’s Dream’, now known as
‘Isle of Ladies’, and ‘The Flower and the Leaf.

Although Speght’s editing was slight in that he paid no
attention to the text, apart from ‘The General Prologue’
to '‘The Canterbury Tales’, the prefatory and explanatory
matter make the volume different in kind from the
straightforward unadorned reprints made earlier in the
century in which Chaucer is presented as a ‘contemporary’.
Chaucer has here become ‘ancient and learned! Among other
additions Speght initiates the process, of which the
present book is the latest example, of printing a
selection of comments on Chaucer’s poems, briefly quoting
Thynne, Ascham, Spenser, Camden and Sidney’s
commendations. Chaucer has become a classic—an idea which,
with its veneration for literary achievement, is itself
Neoclassical, not Gothic. ‘Short Title Catalogue’, 5077-9.

(6) 1602, ‘The Workes of..Geffrey Chaucer’, folio,
blackletter, edited by T.Speght, imprints by Adam Islip
and G.Bishop. This edition is re-set, more fully
punctuated, and with frequent marginal fists inserted to
mark ‘sentences and proverbs’. Chaucer’s ‘A.B.C.’ 1is here
printed for the first time, and ‘Iacke Upland’ added.
Speght benefited from the ‘Animadversions’ of William
Thynne, who is thanked. See Vol. 1, Nos 51, 53. ‘Short
Title Catalogue’, 5080-1.

(7) 1687, ‘The Works of..Jeffrey Chaucer’, folio. Reset
in handsome, rather mannered blackletter. Not all the
errata of the 1602 edition are corrected. The period
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between this and the preceding edition is the longest
between any editions. This edition is essentially a
reprint of the 1602 edition, with spurious brief
conclusions to the ‘Cook’s’ and ‘Squire’s Tales’ added.
The spelling Jeffrey is distinctive, and used for the
first time. The blackletter style was antiquated and this
must have been one of the last large books printed in such
type. J.Harefinch was responsible. See the valuable study
by W.L.Alderson and A.C.Henderson, Chaucer and Augustan
Scholarship, University of California Publications:
English Studies 35:1970.

(8) 1721, ‘The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer’, edited by
John Urry and others, folio. (Cf. Vol. 1, No. 71). This
large handsome volume continues the process of presenting
Chaucer as an ‘ancient’. As in editions of the Latin
Classics, pride of place is given to a large engraving of
the editor, Urry (who died before completing his work),
and an engraving of Chaucer follows on the next leaf. The
prefatory matter is rewritten and increased. The Glossary
is much improved. Chaucer’s ‘Retracciouns’ to ‘The
Canterbury Tales’ are printed for the first time.

John Urry (1666-1715), born in Dublin of Scottish
parents, graduated B.A. from Christ Church, Oxford, and
was also elected Student (i.e. fellow) in 1686. He was
persuaded by Bishop Atterbury to publish an edition of
Chaucer largely because his Scotch-Irish accent was
considered an advantage. Notwithstanding the claims on
the title-page to have consulted manuscripts, his edition
mended Chaucer’s metre (sadly mangled in the earlier
printed editions) quite arbitrarily without due regard to
the manuscripts, and has been universally condemned since
Tyrwhitt’s scathing remarks in his edition of ‘The
Canterbury Tales, (Vol. 1, No. 84). But his principles
were not so foolish. The British Library copy of the
edition contains the agreement to publish by Bernard
Lintot of 26 August 1715, which provides for 1000 copies
to be sold at £1 10s. Od. and 250 more on large paper at
£2 10s. Od. But Urry died very soon after this agreement
was made, and ultimately the edition was completed by
Timothy Thomas, helped by W.Thomas, presumably his
brother, who contributed together a sensible Preface and

useful Glossary (mainly William’s). The Life was written
mainly by John Dart (Vol. 1, No. 71). The spurious tales
of ‘Gamelyn’ and ‘Beryn’, not before printed, were added.

The copy in the British Library is annotated in
manuscript by Timothy Thomas (1694-1751), a Welsh
clergyman, who graduated B.A. from Christ Church in 1716.
Of William little is known. See Alderson and Henderson,
above, item 7.
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(9) 1737, ‘The Canterbury Tales of Chaucer’, edited by
the Reverend Thomas Morell. This comprises only ‘The General
Prologue’, and ‘The Knight’s Tale’, but prints them in a
Middle English text, with variant readings, notes and
references, together with modernised versions by Dryden and
others. Morell used some thirteen manuscripts and his
edition is the first to do what Urry’s claimed to do, namely
attempt a scientifically constructed text. See Alderson and
Henderson, above, item 7; and Vol. 1, Nos 73, 74.

(10) 1775, ‘The Canterbury Tales of Chaucer’, edited
by T.Tyrwhitt, 5 vols, 1775-8. The fifth volume,
containing the Glossary, appeared in 1778. See Vol. 1,
No. 84. Tyrwhitt’s textual method was still unsystematic,
but nevertheless an advance on all previous editors. He
was also the first editor not merely to refrain from
adding further works to Chaucer’s credit or discredit,
but to make an attempt, largely successful, to sort the
genuine works from the spurious, which he did by the
criterion of style.

(11) ‘The Works of Chaucer’ in John Bell’s ‘The Poets of
Great Britain Complete from Chaucer to Churchill’, Vols
24mo, 1782-3. Chaucer’s works appear in Vols 1-14, with
text from Tyrwhitt supplemented by Urry, like numerous
other booksellers’ reprints of the next few decades.

(12) 1845, ‘The Works of Chaucer’ in Pickering’s Aldine
Poets, 6 vols, 1845. This edition has the memoir by Sir
Harris Nicolas. For the first time the life is
scientifically examined, but the text is not greatly
improved.

(13) 1894, ‘'‘The Complete Works of Geoffrey Chaucer’,
edited by W.W.Skeat, The Clarendon Press, Oxford, 6 vols.
A supplementary Vol. VII, ‘Chaucerian and Other Pieces’,
containing most of pieces formerly attributed in error to
Chaucer, appeared in 1897. The second edition, 1899, is
that current. Skeat’s text is eclectic, but his command of
Middle English and his textual intuition were outstanding.
The edition as a whole is out of date, but the Glossary in
especial is still wvaluable, and the whole is a fine work
of humane scholarship.

(14) [1933], ‘The Complete Works of Chaucer’, edited by
F.N.Robinson, Oxford University Press, 1 vol. A new text,
and in the Notes a remarkably full reference to current
scholarship; weak Glossary.

These brief comments on some editions have been compiled

from E.P.Hammond, ‘Chaucer: A Bibliographical Manual’,
1908; J.R.Hetherington, ‘Chaucer 1532-1602; Notes and
Facsimile Texts’, published by the author, Vernon House,

26 Vernon Road, Birmingham 16; W.L.Alderson and
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A.C.Henderson, ‘Chaucer and Augustan Scholarship’,
University of California Publications: English Studies,
35, University of California Press, 1970; and from
personal observation. A facsimile of the 1532 edition,
based on the British Library copy, was edited by
W.W.Skeat, 1912. Another facsimile (based on the copy in
Clare College Library, Cambridge, formerly owned by Sir
Brian Tuke himself), and supplemented with facsimiles of
the material added in the editions of 1542, 1561, 1598,
and 1602 was published by The Scolar Press, Menston,
Yorkshire, 1969, edited by Derek Brewer.



Comments

1. RALPH WALDO EMERSON, THE IDENTITY OF ALL MINDS

1837, 1845 (1850), 1856

The great contribution to Chaucer studies from the USA
begins with Emerson (1803-82), man of letters and trans-
cendentalist, who refers to Chaucer several times. He
associates Chaucer with other great writers in a timeless
unity of world literature, as in extract (a) from the
lecture on The American Scholar, delivered in 1837
(Centenary Edition, I, pp. 91-2). In extract (b), from the
lecture on Shakespeare in the series ‘Representative Men’
given in 1845 (first published 1850), he perceives how a
writer such as Chaucer, not seeking an idiosyncratic
originality, is as it were a spokesman of, not a
legislator for, a whole tradition of culture, though here
timelessness becomes so independent of chronology and
historical process as to make Chaucer the borrower from
Caxton (Centenary Edition, IV, pp. 196-8, 215-17). But
Emerson recognised some difference in extract (c) from
‘English Traits’ (1856), where he praises Chaucer’s
plainness of speech as emphatically as Lydgate has praised
his ornateness (Centenary Edition, V, pp. 233-4). Emerson
groups Chaucer with other major poets who create a general
significance of meaning in human life extending beyond
utilitarian practicality, though in English, as he seems
to claim, based on a feeling for material reality.
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(a)

It is remarkable, the character of the pleasure we derive
from the best books. They impress us with the conviction,
that one nature wrote and the same reads. We read the
verses of one of the great English poets, of Chaucer, of
Marvell, of Dryden, with the most modern joy,—with a
pleasure, I mean, which is in great part caused by the
abstraction of all time from their verses. There is some
awe mixed with the joy of our surprise, when this poet,
who lived in some past world, two or three hundred years
ago, says that which lies close to my own soul, that which
I also had well-nigh thought and said. But for the
evidence thence afforded to the philosophical doctrine of
the identity of all minds, we should suppose some pre-
established harmony, some foresight of souls that were to
be, and some preparation of stores for their future wants,
like the fact observed in insects, who lay up food before
death for the young grub they shall never see.

(b)

Shakespeare knew that tradition supplies a better fable
than any invention can. If he lost any credit of design,
he augmented his resources; and, at that day, our
petulant demand for originality was not so much pressed.
There was no literature for the million. The universal
reading, the cheap press, were unknown. A great poet, who
appears in illiterate times, absorbs into his sphere all
the light which is anywhere radiating. Every intellectual
jewel, every flower of sentiment, it is his fine office
to bring to his people; and he comes to value his memory
equally with his invention. He is therefore little
solicitous whence his thoughts have been derived; whether
through translation, whether through tradition, whether
by travel in distant countries, whether by inspiration;
from whatever source, they are equally welcome to his
uncritical audience. Nay, he borrows very near home.
Other men say wise things as well as he; only they say a
good many foolish things, and do not know when they have
spoken wisely. He knows the sparkle of the true stone,
and puts it in high place, wherever he finds it. Such is
the happy position of Homer, perhaps; of Chaucer, of
Saadi. They felt that all wit was their wit. And they are
librarians and historiographers, as well as poets. Each
romancer was heir and dispenser of all the hundred tales
of the world,—
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Presenting Thebes’ and Pelops’ line
And the tale of Troy divine.

The influence of Chaucer is conspicuous in all our early
literature; and, more recently, not only Pope and Dryden
have been beholden to him, but, in the whole society of
English writers, a large unacknowledged debt is easily
traced. One is charmed with the opulence which feeds so
many pensioners. But Chaucer is a huge borrower. Chaucer,
it seems, drew continually, through Lydgate and Caxton,
from Guido di Colonna, whose Latin romance of the Trojan
war was in turn a compilation from Dares Phrygius, Ovid,
and Statius. Then Petrarch, Boccaccio, and the Provencal
poets, are his benefactors: the Romaunt of the Rose is
only judicious translation from William of Lorris and John
of Meun: Troilus and Creseide, from Lollius of Urbino: The
Cock and the Fox, from the ‘Lais’ of Marie: The House of
Fame, from the French or Italian: and poor Gower he uses
as if he were only a brick-kiln or stone-quarry, out of
which to build his house. He steals by this apology,—that
what he takes has no worth where he finds it, and the
greatest where he leaves it. It has come to be practically
a sort of rule in literature, that a man, having once
shown himself capable of original writing, is entitled
thenceforth to steal from the writings of others at
discretion. Thought is the property of him who can
entertain it; and of him who can adequately place it. A
certain awkwardness marks the use of borrowed thoughts;
but, as soon as we have learned what to do with them, they
become our own.

Thus, all originality is relative. Every thinker is
retrospective...

One more royal trait properly belongs to the poet. I
mean his cheerfulness, without which no man can be a
poet,—for beauty is his aim. He loves virtue, not for its
obligation, but for its grace: he delights in the world,
in man, in woman, for the lovely light that sparkles from
them. Beauty, the spirit of joy and hilarity, he sheds
over the universe. Epicurus relates that poetry hath such
charms that a lover might forsake his mistress to partake
of them. And the true bards have been noted for their firm
and cheerful temper. Homer lies in sunshine; Chaucer is
glad and erect; and Saadi says, ‘It was rumoured abroad
that I was penitent; but what had I to do with
repentance?’ Not less sovereign and cheerful,—much more
sovereign and cheerful, is the tone of Shakspeare...

Shakspeare, Homer, Dante, Chaucer, saw the splendour of
meaning that plays over the visible world; knew that a
tree had another use than for apples, and corn another
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than for meal, and the ball of the earth, than for tillage
and roads: that these things bore a second and finer
harvest to the mind, being emblems of its thoughts, and
conveying in all their natural history a certain mute
commentary on human life.

(c)

A taste for plain strong speech, what is called a biblical
style, marks the English... It is not less seen in poetry.
Chaucer’s hard painting of his Canterbury pilgrims
satisfies the senses... This mental materialism makes the
value of English transcendental genius.

The marriage of the two qualities (materialism and
intellectuality) is in their speech.

2. RICHARD HENGIST HORNE, TRANSLATIONS

1841

Hengist Horne (1803-84), a man of many talents and much
energy, was educated at the Military School at Sandhurst,
and led an intermittently adventurous life, which did not
check a voluminous output of epic poems, drama, novels,
stories, translations, a report on working children, etc.,
among which is included the Introduction and three
translations of ‘The Poems of Geoffrey Chaucer
Modernized’, 1841. These extracts from the Introduction
give an intelligent survey of some translations and
modernisations of Chaucer from Dryden onwards with a fresh
and more historical critical view of Dryden’s achievement.
Horne concludes by quoting the most Tennysonian line
Chaucer ever wrote.

(p.v) The present publication does not result from an
antiquarian feeling about Chaucer, as the Father of
English Poetry, highly interesting as he must always be in
that character alone; but from the extraordinary fact, to
which there is no parallel in the history of the
literature of nations,—that although he is one of the
great poets for all time, his works are comparatively
unknown to the world. Even in his own country, only a very
small class of his countrymen ever read his poems. Had
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Chaucer’s poems been written in Greek or Hebrew, they
would have been a thousand times better known. They would
have been translated. Hitherto they have had almost
everything done for them that a nation could desire, in so
far as the most careful collation of texts, the most
elaborate essays, the most ample and erudite notes and
glossaries, the most elaborate and classical (as well as
the most trite and vulgar) paraphrases, the most eloquent
and sincere admiration and comments of genuine poets, fine
prose writers, and scholars—everything, in short, has been
done, except to make them intelligible to the general
reader.

Except in the adoption of a modern typography, Chaucer’s
poems have always appeared hitherto, under no better
auspices for modern appreciation than on their first day
of publication, some three centuries and a half ago.
Concerning the various attempts to render several of his
poems available to the public, which have been made at
intervals by poets and lovers of Chaucer, a few remarks
will shortly be submitted. With whatever reverence or
admiration these latter may have been received by the
readers of those poets who introduced such specimens among
their own works, it is certain that they produced no
perceptible effect in the popularity of the original
author.

Whether there has been a feeling in the public about
Chaucer, amounting to a sort of unconscious resentment at
the total inability to read his poems without first best-
owing the same pains upon his glossary, which has been
more willingly accorded to poetry and prose in the
Scottish dialect; or whether on account of certain
passages which in the present stage of refinement appear
offensive to a degree that the good folks of Chaucer’s
time, as well as the poet himself, could never have
contemplated, it is not necessary to determine. Such an
antipathy to the study of his language does exist...

(p. xii) With every respect, then, for the genius, and
for everything that belongs to the memory of Dryden, the
grand charge to which his translations from Chaucer are
amenable is that he has acted upon an erroneous
principle. While it is manifest that much of Chaucer
needs but little more than modern orthography and an
occasional transposition of words, in order to retain
such portions as entire and as intelligible as the
productions of the most lucid writer of the present
time,—Dryden considered that nothing whatever of the
original substance should be retained. He translates
Chaucer, without any exceptions, as he would Ovid,
Virgil, or Homer, and there seem no characteristic
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differences. Some idea may be formed of the manner in
which Chaucer’s foundation is built over, by the fact
that the character of the poor Parson in the Prologue to
the Canterbury Tales contains only fifty-two lines,—while
Dryden’s version of it occupies one hundred and forty
lines. However the execution may be admired, it is quite
clear that the grand and sonorous pomp of the style is
directly opposite to the extreme simplicity of the
original. Chaucer says of his poor Parson, that,—

To drawen folk to heaven with fairéness,
By good ensample, was his business.

Dryden says of his,—

For, letting down the golden chain from high,
He drew his audience upward to the sky!

The lofty idea here suggested of a figure standing in the
clouds, and letting down ‘the golden chain’ for his
audience, can surely never be received as the companion or
representative of the meek and unostentatious man of God
who went in all weathers to visit his sick parishioners,—

Upon his feet, and in his hand a staff.

In Dryden’s version of the ‘Knight’s Tale’ these lines

occur: -

Next stood Hypocrisy, with holy fear;

Soft smiling and demurely looking down,

But hid the dagger underneath the gown:

The assassinating wife, the holy fiend;

And far the blackest there, the traitor-friend. The
original of all this is one line,— The smiler with the
knife under the cloak.

It is hard to lose such a line for the sake of a
trifling matter of spelling. The ‘obsolete’ outcast is
merely this,—

The smiler with the knif under the cloke.

There is in Chaucer the strength of a giant combined with
the simplicity of a child. The latter is quite meta-
morphosed in Dryden’s swelling verse. Whenever he attempts
simplicity, which is very rarely, he fails. Let the reader
compare his account of the death of Arcite with Chaucer’s
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profound pathos. The following is one of his closest
imitations of the original:-

Yet could he not his closing eyes withdraw,

Though less and less of Emily he saw;

So, speechless, for a little space he lay;

Then grasp’d the hand he held, and sigh’d his soul away.
Dryden

Duskéd his eyen two, and faill’d his breth,
But on his ladie yet cast he his eye;
His last-é word was ‘Mercy, Emelie!’
His spirit changed house—
Chaucer

The fact is, Dryden’s version of the ‘Knight’s Tale’ would
be most appropriately read by the towering shade of one of
Virgil’s heroes, walking up and down a battlement and
waving a long gleaming spear to the roll and sweep of his
sonorous numbers.

Of the highly finished paraphrase, by Mr. Pope, of the
‘Wife of Bath’s Prologue’, and the ‘Merchant’s Tale,’
suffice it to say that the licentious humour of the
original being divested of its quaintness and obscurity,
becomes yet more licentious in proportion to the fine
touches of skill with which it is brought into the light.
Spontaneous coarseness is made revolting by meretricious
artifice. Instead of keeping in the distance that which
was objectionable by such shades in the modernizing as
should have answered to the hazy appearance of the
original, it receives a clear outline, and is brought
close to us. An Ancient Briton, with his long rough hair
and painted body, laughing and singing half naked under a
tree, may be coarse, yet innocent of all intention to
offend; but if the imagination, (absorbing the
anachronism,) can conceive him shorn of his falling hair,
his paint washed off, and in this uncovered state
introduced into a drawing-room full of ladies in rouge and
diamonds, hoops and hair-powder, no one can doubt the
injury thus done to the ancient Briton. This is no unfair
illustration of what was done in the time of Pope, and by
these editions of Ogle and Lipscombe. They are not
modernized versions—which implies modern delicacy, as well
as modern language—they are vulgarized versions. The
public of the present day would certainly never tolerate
any similar proceeding, even were it likely to be
attempted.

But if such poets and artists as Dryden and Pope are
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open to objections for their unceremonious paraphrases,
what shall be said of the presumption of Messrs. Ogle,
Lipscombe, and others, in following their example. Perhaps
the worst of these specimens are from the pens of Mr.
Betterton and Mr. Cobb. Their modern grossness and
vulgarity are astonishing. In their execution of the
finest passages of pathos or of humour there is, at best,
only such a vestige remaining of the original as serves to
show the difference of men’s minds in contemplating the
same objects.

Let the reader, who is not familiar with the portrait
and character of Absolon, in the 'Miller’s Tale,’ imagine
a jolly parish clerk of these olden times—with a ruddy
complexion, and thick golden locks ‘strouting’ out behind,
like a ‘broad fan’—his dress neat and close, with red
stockings, and ‘St. Paul’s windows carved upon his shoes;’
a kirtle thick with points and tags; and a ‘gay surplice’
over all, as ‘white as is the blossom upon the thorn.’
This jolly parish clerk, smitten with the charms of the
wife of a carpenter, sends her all sorts of presents, and
serenades her continually with voice and instrument. But
finding all his efforts to attract her love or admiration
ineffectual, he has recourse to a more dignified
proceeding. He brings a small scaffolding or stage
(probably drawn by a mule) before her window,—mounts it,
and enacts the part of Herod in one of the Miracle plays!
This most ludicrous and matchless climax is vulgarized by
Mr. Cobb in these lines; not one word of which belongs to
Chaucer any more than the sense of them,—

Sometimes he scaramouch’d it all on hie,
And harlequin’d it with activity:
Betrays the lightness of his empty head,
And how he could cut capers * * *.

But it is not only the loss of this unexampled picture, as
a piece of rich graphic humour, that constitutes the
ground of complaint, but the loss of the historical
information involved in the original description. This
performance of the part of Herod by the jolly parish clerk
is a proof of the kind of plays that were acted in the
reigns of Edward III. and Richard II., viz. Miracle Plays;
since called, erroneously, Mysteries and Moralities.

When the Pardoner is describing how he stands up ‘like a
clerk in his pulpit,’ to preach the money out of the
pockets of his deluded audience, by ‘an hundred japes’ or
knaveries, the following most graphic picture is given:-
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Then paine I me to stretchen forth my necke,
And east and west upon the people I beck
As doth a dove, sitting upon a barn!

Chaucer

Then forth with painful toil my neck I stretch,

And east and west my arms extended reach.

So on a barn’s long roof you might have seen

A pouting pigeon woo his feather’d queen!
Lipscombe

In the quotation from Chaucer, be it observed, all the
words are his own, and only one spelt differently. An old
man, (who is Death in disguise) tired of life through
decrepitude and loss of his faculties, is thus described:-

And on the ground, which is my mother’s gate,

I knock-e with my staff, early and late,

And say to her, ‘Leave, mother!—let me in!’
Chaucer

Here at my mother earth’s deaf sullen gate,

My staff, sad sole support, early and late

Knocks with incessant stroke, but knocks in vain,

For nought she hears though sadly I complain.
Lipscombe

And on this principle are heaps of common-place epithets and
expletives employed throughout these editions, in order to
evade taking the incomparable original, even where it needs
but the most trifling assistance. The idea of any one re-
writing or paraphrasing such passages! What would become of
the finest things in Spenser and Shakespeare by this
process? And yet Mr. Lipscombe seems to endeavour to keep
closer upon the borders of his author than most of the
others, though he takes equal care never to touch upon his
domains. Perhaps the best in execution of these paraphrases
(of course excepting those of Dryden and Pope), are the
tales furnished by Mr. Boyce: at all events, they are the
most ambitious. He renders the ‘Squire’s Tale’ in stanzas.
The opening, it must be acknowledged, is high and imposing:-

Where peopled Scythia’s verdant plains extend
East in that sea, in whose unfathom’d flood
Long-winding Volga’s rapid streams descend
On Oxus bank, an ancient city stood;
Then Sarra—-but to later ages known
By rising Samarcand’s imperial name,
There, held a potent prince his honour’d throne, &c.
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Many readers may perhaps admire the lofty tone of this
opening stanza—but why associate it with the name of
Chaucer? The whole of the above is thus simply given in the
original:-

At Sarra, in the land of Tartarie,
There dwelt a king, &c.

When the wounded falcon, in the same tale, perceives the
sympathy with her distress which is felt by the king’s
daughter Canace, a part of the passage is thus rendered by
Mr. Boyce,—

So may the sad reflection be believ’d

Which from experience deeply wounded flows,
That thy superior virtue undeceiv’d

May scorn the semblance faithless manhood shows—
Their vows, their sighs, and all the flatt’ring arts
By which (they skill’d) betray deluded virgin hearts.

Here is the original, without a word altered, even in the
spelling: -

I see well, that ye have on my distresse
Compassion, my faire Canace,
Of veray womanly benignitee
That nature in your principles hath set.

And where the falcon begins to tell her story by saying that
she was bred,—

And fostered in a rock of marble gray,
So tenderly that nothing ailéd me, &c.,

Mr. Boyce commences it with his sounding geographicals,—

Where rapid Niester rolls his noisy wave

High in a marble cliff that brow’d the flood,
My peaceful birth indulgent nature gave;

Securely there our nest paternal stood, &c.

The following are specimens from the versions of Mr. Ogle,
(the projector and editor, I believe, of the first edition,)
and of Mr. Betterton, previously mentioned in no terms of
admiration. The latter opens the description of the
Prioress, in the Prologue, in a style which bears a striking
resemblance to that of Sternhold and Hopkins: -

There was with these a Nun, a Prioress;
A lady of no ord’nary address, &c.
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For reasons which will hereafter appear, the reader is
requested to observe the barbarous effect of the
contraction, by syncope, of the word ‘ordinary’—being
evidently done to preserve a mechanical adherence to ten
syllables instead of softly sounding the eleventh. In the
portraiture of the Friar, in the Prologue, he interpolates
some gratuitous indecencies, and omits the finest original
lines, even the one which says the friar’s neck was ‘white
as is the fleur de lis.’ At the close, where Chaucer shows
us the quaint begging rogue, playing his harp among a
crowd of admiring auditors, and turning up his eyes, with
an attempted expressing of religious enthusiasm through
which the humorous sense of his knavery forces its way,
till his eyes ‘twinkle in his head, aright, as do the
stars upon a frosty night’—the whole of this is lost in
the vulgar association of ‘little pigs’ eyes,’ and ‘small
stars’ to match, foisted in by the ingenious Mr.
Betterton.

In Mr. Ogle’s labours there are few specimens
approaching more closely to the original than the
following. The grammar is peculiar.

For he, nor benefice had got, nor cure,

No patron, yet so worldly, to insure!

So dextrous yet, of body, or of face,

To circumvent no chaplain, with his Grace:
Nor fulsome Dedication could he write,

Drudge for a dame or pander for a knight.
Much rather had he range, beside his bed,

A gscore of authors unadorn’d in red,

With Aristotle, champion of the schools,

To mend his ways, by philosophic rules;

Than basely to a vic’rage owe his rise,

By courting folly, or by flatt’ring vice,
Than flourish like a prebend in his stall:
That way, he held, was not to rise, but fall,
Nor would he be the man, for all his rent,
Nam’d you the priest of Bray, or priest of Trent. Ogle

None of the common-place venalities particularized in the
first six lines are to be found in the original, nor is
the bad grammar. Chaucer simply says that the poor scholar
had as yet got no benefice, nor had any worldly anxiety to
hold an office,—

For him was lever han at his beddes hed,
A twenty book-es clothed in black or red,
Of Aristotle and his philosophie,

Than rob-es rich, fiddle, or psaltery.



44 Chaucer: The Critical Heritage vol.2

For all that follows, in the paraphrase, there is no
further authority in Chaucer than just shown.

Whenever a difficulty occurred in the original—and it is
certain there are many—or a peculiar touch of pathos or
humour which they did not understand, these gentlemen
either said just what they pleased instead, or omitted the
passage. In the ‘Frere’s Tale,’ when the Sompnour meets
the Devil in the shape of a forester, and asks him where
he lives, the Devil replies in a soft voice—‘Far in the
north countree!’ This is totally omitted by Mr. Markland.
The Sompnour perseveres in asking the supposed forester so
many questions, that the poet compares his incessant
prating and fidgetting to a woodpecker who is ‘ever
enquiring upon every thing.’ The idea thus presented to
the imagination of the busy creature passing from branch
to branch, with his tapping inquiry, and curious prying
bill, is certainly one of those wonderfully happy thoughts
seldom found in any other writer, except Shakspeare.

This Sompnour which that was as full of jangles,
As full of venime ben thise wariangles,
And ever enquering upon every thing, &c.

But Mr. Markland, being indisposed to take the trouble of
studying the passage, passes over it without the most
distant allusion. It is proper to mention the names of all
these gentlemen who have had the presumption to ‘throw
clean overboard’ such a writer as Chaucer, in order to
place themselves at the helm of his vessel. The
commonplace paraphrase of Mr. Grosvenor should not,
therefore, be omitted, but that he displays no new
features in his method. It only remains to mention one
more. Here is a specimen from Mr. Brooke’s ‘Man of Law’s
Tale,’—and very like pantomime poetry it is.

Hence, Want! ungrateful visitant, adieu,

Pale empress, hence, with all thy meagre crew;
Sour discontent, and mortify’d chagrin;

Lean hollow care, and self-corroding spleen;
Distress and woe, sad parents of despair,

With wringing hands, and ever rueful air;

The tread of dun, and bum’s alarming hand,

Dire as the touch of Circe’s circling wand, &c.

It will readily be apprehended, that for all this modern
low wit and trite verbiage there is no fraction of
authority in the original. That the circulation of such
trash from ‘bum’s alarming hand,’ pretending to be
versions of the best songs of a poet imprisoned in an
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obsolete dialect, may have contributed, in some degree, to
make the public indifferent to their first great author,
is not unlikely. Believing these versions to be ‘Chaucer’
refined,’ what must they have conceived of the original?

But whatever injury to the reputation of Chaucer these
productions may, or may not, have occasioned, there can be
no doubt of the mischief done by Mr. Pope’s obscene
specimen, placed at the head of his list of ‘Imitations of
English Poets.’ It is an imitation of those passages which
we should only regard as the rank offal of a great feast
in the olden time. The better taste and feeling of Pope
should have imitated the noble poetry of Chaucer. He
avoided this ‘for sundry weighty reasons.’ But if this so-
called imitation by Pope was ‘done in his youth,’ he
should have burnt it in his age. Its publication at the
present day among his elegant works, is a disgrace to
modern times, and to his high reputation.

The version given by Lord Thurlow of the ‘Flower and the
Leaf is such, in its execution and fine appreciation, as
might be expected of a true poet. He has, however,
interpolated several lines in almost every stanza. His
translation of the ‘Knight’s Tale’ is admirable for its
fidelity, generally, and for its versification,—not on the
model of that uniformity of syllables and position of
accents which may be regarded as the school of Pope; but
he has quite given up the peculiar harmonies of the rhythm
of Chaucer. On the latter subject it will be necessary to
offer some remarks in the course of the present inquiry.

Concerning the ‘Prioress’s Tale,’ with which the public
have become acquainted in the works of Mr. Wordsworth, it
cannot be requisite to make any comments, as the severe
poetical fidelity of its execution has long since been
recognized by all true lovers of Chaucer. A free version
of the ‘Squire’s Tale’ was published by Mr. Leigh Hunt
some years since; the translation, however, of that tale
which appears in the present volume is an entirely new
production.

It only remains to mention the name of one more
gentleman, whose ‘loving labours’ to make the public of
this day acquainted with the riches of Chaucer are well
known, but have been appreciated by far too small a number
of readers. About five years ago Mr. Cowden Clarke
produced a volume of selections from Chaucer’s poems, in
which every objectionable passage was omitted, and the
greatest beauties retained. The text was carefully
collated; many of the words spelt as now in use; a current
glossary and notes were given at the bottom of each page,
to save the trouble of continual reference and correcting,
and the words were accented, so as to enable the general
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reader to get some notion of Chaucer’s quantity and
rhythm. But the public recoiled, as heretofore, from the
obsolete dialect. The labours of this amiable author, and
the cordial co-operation of his publisher, received no
adequate encouragement.

Since therefore it appears manifest that the modern
public will not undertake the task of mastering the
dialect of the Father of English Poetry, and that the
pleasure derived from the original seems likely to
continue the exclusive possession of a small class of
readers, the projectors of the present undertaking are
anxious to adopt such means as may be in their power of
diffusing a portion of this pleasure. They venture to hope
that, while their labours may not be unacceptable to the
million, this publication may also lead to an increase in
the numbers of those who read the noble original.

There may be several methods of rendering Chaucer in
modern English. It will be sufficient, however, to mention
the two extremes. The advocates of the one argue—that in
order to render Chaucer truly, it must be done in the
spirit rather than the letter; simply because so much of
the letter, or words, of his period differ both in sound
and sense from those now in use; and that while everything
is retained from the original which can be regarded as an
exception, the large mass of the obsolete remainder must
be re-written, i.e. supplied by corresponding words and
rhythm to the best of the writer’s ability. Hence, the
spiritual sense of the author is the ruling principle. The
advocates of the opposite method argue, that all the
substantial material and various rhythm of Chaucer should
be adopted as far as possible; his obsolete phrases,
words, terminations, and grammatical construction,
translated, modernized, and humoured, to the best of the
writer’s ability. To retain or preserve the existing
substance is the rule; to rewrite and paraphrase is the
exception. The first method, were its highest degree of
success attainable, would present little or none of the
original material, yet contain the essence of the whole:
the greatest success of the other method would be, that on
comparing it with the original there should appear to have
been very little done, and yet the version be not
unacceptable to a modern reader. The first method has its
dangers; the latter its disadvantages. But, inasmuch as
there is a large portion of the original which needs but
little alteration, (except in the opinion of those who may
consider they best render Chaucer by merging his identity
in their own,) while at the same time there is so large a
portion which requires to be entirely re-modelled, it
seems plain that the greatest amount of the original will
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be obtained from between these two extremes; the only
distinguishing marks of the different methods being a
general predominance of this or that principle. What
merits they may individually possess it does not rest with
us to determine; but it is only fair to state that no one
among the contributors to the present volume has attempted
the first method.

The safest method, as the most becoming, is manifestly
that of preserving as much of the original substance as
can be rendered available, ‘that which appears quaint (1),
as well as that which is more modern; in short as much of
the author—his nature—his own mode of speaking and
describing, as possible. By thus preserving his best parts
we should keep the model of Nature, his own model, before
us, and make modern things bend to her,—not her, as is the
custom of our self-love, bend to every thing which happens
to be modern. It is possible, that something of a vapour,
at least to common eyes, might be thus removed from his
glorious face; but to venture further, we are afraid,
would be to attempt to improve the sun itself, or to go
and recolour the grass it looks upon.’

With reference, however, to the omission of certain
objectionable passages, and the interpolation of a few
lines to connect the thread of the interest, it is
presumed that this licence will be readily permitted, on
all sides, to the exigencies of the case. Another reason
for sundry omissions may occasionally exist. Chaucer
sometimes becomes very prolix, and disposed to lengthy
digressions. They are generally excellent when humorous;
when learned and grave, they are apt to become very
tedious. He sometimes pauses on the threshold of the
highest interest to give a long list of not very similar
cases from history or scholastic lore. On one of these
occasions he makes his heroine in her great anguish
recount some eighteen tragic stories, taken from
‘Hieronymus contra Jovinianum’, 1. i. c. 39. ‘In the
Troilus and Cressida,’ observes Mr. Clarke, ‘there
constantly intervene long see-saws of argumentative
dialogue; and, above all things in such a narrative, a
discourse extending to upwards of a hundred lines upon the
doctrine of Predestination is put into the mouth of
Troilus! The same defect of tediousness applies to some of
the other extended compositions.’ Chaucer is also very
fond of repeating the same things upon different
occasions—and upon the same occasion. Whenever he alludes
to a recent event in his narrative, he either tells it
nearly all over again, or apologizes for not doing so,
pleading that there is ‘no need.’ Sometimes with humorous
petulancy he abruptly announces that he will not repeat
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the matter any more—as though he considered the reader
wished to exact it from him. This peculiarity is solely
attributable to the period at which Chaucer wrote—a period
of religious and political controversies, while knowledge
was so new that the difficulty of acquiring suggested
proportionate fears of inability to communicate it
efficiently, and induced all sorts of repetitions in order
to prevent misunderstandings. This is why Chaucer’s poetry
often reminds us of remote times, and even suggests old
age in the writer: in every other respect he is the most
invariably fresh and youthful poet ever given to the
world. His poetry not only has the freshness of morning in
it, but gives the impression of the youngest heart
enjoying that freshness...

(p. xcv) Of the ludicrous anachronisms in Chaucer, it
will be sufficient to say that they by no means resulted
from want of knowledge. It was a habit of the old
imaginative writers; and all writers of imagination have a
strong tendency to the same merging of time, place, and
circumstance, in universal truth. He grafts the age of
chivalry on the antique tree of time. It is therefore
presumed that the reader will be wisely pleased on his
first introduction to Mars the knight; Phoebus the
chivalrous bachelor; Saint Venus, &c.

Extraordinary as were the comic and humorous powers of
Chaucer, hsi pathos is his greatest characteristic. In this
respect he has no equal except Shakspeare; while for the
frequency of his recurrence to such emotions, and their long
sustained and unmitigated anguish—the woes of years eating
into the heart—several of Chaucer’s stories are without any
parallel,—even in the great Boccaccio, who furnished the
deep ground-work of several of them. Few, if any, of
Chaucer’s stories are his own invention; many of his poems
are free translations. In comparing them with the sources of
their origin—as in the case also of Shakspeare—one of the
greatest proofs of his genius is made apparent by what he
has not borrowed. As an historian of the characters,
manners, and habits of his countrymen during his age, he
stands alone for comprehensiveness and fidelity.

In Chaucer’s descriptions—whether of men or things—he is
so graphic, so sure of eye and hand, so rich in the power
of conveying objects of sense to the imaginations of
others, that his words have almost the effect of
substances and colours, so that you seem to feel and see
the things rather than have the idea of them, which is all
you get from most other writers...

(p. civ) As every true poet ‘has a song in his mind,’ yet
more certainly has every great poet a religious passion in
his soul. The emotion he derives from the thing created, is
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often too strong to dwell upon its imperfections, or rest
satisfied in its beauty, and impels his imagination at once
to ascend to the creative Principle, wherein alone it can
find relief and repose. With this feeling doth the
profoundly simple-hearted old poet call upon God, and upon
Christ, through the voices of earth’s many happy and many
suffering children; with this thought doth he seek with
aching eye to look through the darkness of forbidden
knowledge, at the Tree that burns impalpably beyond; with
this yearning doth his soul spring upward in divine
rhythmic harmony with those spheres which are ever working
while they sing.

Scattered, neglected, overgrown with weeds, and the dust
of ignorance and olden time; thy page oft illegible as the
pale cobweb, or the tattered banner whereon the name of
the victor is confused with that of the vanquished, and
the rest all faded,—Father of English Poetry, thy hand-
writing and the writing of the hands guided by thee, have
found but a careless preservation among after generations.
Somewhat of these primitive inspirations have been
mutilated; many damaged by errors of omission and
intrusion; many lost. Yet from the fulness and vitality of
that genius once breathed over the lost prototypes,—the
worm, the moth, and the mouldering years, have lived their
lives and done their work upon them, without conveying the
records into the all-compounding earth; nor hath the
silence of progressive ages been unbroken by a strange
cry, at intervals, which told that Chaucer was not gone
into ultimate oblivion, but only sleeping till the modern
world awoke. Sleeping, indeed, the deep sleep which
follows great labours and long neglect, but, by those who
were gazing with reverent love, still seen as of yore;-by
those who were listening, still heard,—

Singing with voice memorial—in the shade.

Note

1 Polish away all the quaintness, and you erase a portion
of the historical from the portraiture. It is very
curious, and not a little amusing, that this word quaint
should have been a term of some reproach in Chaucer’s
time. He occasionally uses it in that sense himself:

Colours of rhetorike ben to me queinte:
My spirit feleth not of swiche matere!’
The Franklin’s Prologue
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Chaucer himself is now considered quaint beyond measure.
The old dramatists are called quaint. At present, the word
is sometimes used with us, in the best sense, to express
the struggles of genius with an un-formed language;
sometimes as the quiet humour of our ancestors; sometimes
it means an obsolete form of expression; sometimes it
expresses the resentments of a modern ear; sometimes it
means nothing—which is rather worse than the thing
complained of. All the best writers of the present age
will become quaint; and as only the best will live to
enjoy the necessary odium, it would perhaps be but
reasonable in future to attach a more charitable meaning
to this unavoidable infirmity of old age.

3. HENRY DAVID THOREAU, HOMELY, INNOCENT, CHILDISH CHAUCER

1843 (1849)

Thoreau (1817-62), lover of woods and hater of taxes, an
early example of the true American writer’s characteristic
rejection of society, sees in Chaucer his own attractive
character, divided between books and Nature. The
suggestion of Chaucer’s childlike quality becomes,
variously expressed, a commonplace of the mid- and later-
nineteenth century, and the general tone of Thoreau’s
comments finds its most famous expression in Arnold (cf.
No. 23); but Thoreau also genuinely captures, in his own
idiom, the un-pretentious ‘Gothic’ self-presentation of
the poet as a ‘homely Englishman’, not a dignified and
sacred bard. Thoreau’s comments, first a lecture given in
1843, then printed in ‘The Dial’ (Boston) IV (January
1844), pp. 297-303, eventually helped, in expanded form,
to f£ill out the Friday of ‘A Week on the Concord and
Merrimack Rivers’ (1849), whence comes this extract.

What a contrast between the stern and desolate poetry of
Ossian and that of Chaucer, and even of Shakespeare and
Milton, much more of Dryden, and Pope, and Gray! Our
summer of English poetry, like the Greek and Latin before
it, seems well advanced toward its fall, and laden with
the fruit and foliage of the season, with bright autumnal
tints; but soon the winter will scatter its myriad
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clustering and shading leaves, and leave only a few
desolate and fibrous boughs to sustain the snow and rime,
and creak in the blasts of ages. We cannot escape the
impression that the Muse has stooped a little in her
flight when we come to the literature of civilised eras.
Now first we hear of various ages and styles of poetry; it
is pastoral, and lyric, and narrative, and didactic; but
the poetry of runic monuments is of one style, and for
every age. The bard has in a great measure lost the
dignity and sacredness of his office. Formerly he was
called a seer, but now it is thought that one man sees as
much as another. He has no longer the bardic rage, and
only conceives the deed, which he formerly stood ready to
perform. Hosts of warriors earnest for battle could not
mistake nor dispense with the ancient bard. His lays were
heard in the pauses of the fight. There was no danger of
his being overlooked by his contemporaries. But now the
hero and the bard are of different professions. When we
come to the pleasant English verse, the storms have all
cleared away and it will never thunder and lighten more.
The poet has come within doors, and exchanged the forest
and crag for the fireside, the hut of the Gael, and
Stonehenge with its circles of stones, for the house of
the Englishman. No hero stands at the door prepared to
break forth into song or heroic action, but a homely
Englishman, who cultivates the art of poetry. We see the
comfortable fireside, and hear the crackling fagots in all
the verse.

Notwithstanding the broad humanity of Chaucer, and the
many social and domestic comforts which we meet with in
his verse, we have to narrow our vision somewhat to
consider him, as if he occupied less space in the
landscape, and did not stretch over hill and valley as
Ossian does. Yet, seen from the side of posterity, as the
father of English poetry, preceded by a long silence or
confusion in history, unenlivened by any strain of pure
melody, we easily come to reverence him. Passing over the
earlier continental poets, since we are bound to the
pleasant archipelago of English poetry, Chaucer’s is the
first name after that misty weather in which Ossian lived
which can detain us long. Indeed, though he represents so
different a culture and society, he may be regarded as in
many respects the Homer of the English poets. Perhaps he
is the youthfullest of them all. We return to him as to
the purest well, the fountain farthest removed from the
highway of desultory life. He is so natural and cheerful,
compared with later poets, that we might almost regard him
as a personification of spring. To the faithful reader his
muse has even given an aspect to his times, and when he is
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fresh from perusing him they seem related to the golden
age. It is still the poetry of youth and life rather than
of thought; and though the moral vein is obvious and
constant, it has not yet banished the sun and daylight
from his verse. The loftiest strains of the muse are, for
the most part, sublimely plaintive, and not a carol as
free as nature’s. The content which the sun shines to
celebrate from morning to evening is unsung. The muse
solaces herself, and is not ravished but consoled. There
is a catastrophe implied, and a tragic element in all our
verse, and less of the lark and morning dews than of the
nightingale and evening shades. But in Homer and Chaucer
there is more of the innocence and serenity of youth than
in the more modern and moral poets. The Iliad is not
Sabbath but morning reading, and men cling to this old
song because they still have moments of unbaptised and
uncommitted life, which give them an appetite for more. To
the innocent there are neither cherubim nor angels. At
rare intervals we rise above the necessity of virtue into
an unchangeable morning light, in which we have only to
live right on and breathe the ambrosial air. The Iliad
represents no creed nor opinion, and we read it with a
rare sense of freedom and irresponsibility, as 1f we trod
on native ground and were autochthones of the soil.
Chaucer had eminently the habits of a literary man and a
scholar. There were never any times so stirring that there
were not to be found some sedentary still. He was
surrounded by the din of arms. The battles of Hallidon
Hill and Neville’s Cross, and the still more memorable
battles of Cressy and Poictiers, were fought in his youth;
but these did not concern our poet much, Wickliffe and his
reform much more. He regarded himself always as one
privileged to sit and converse with books. He helped to
establish the literary class. His character as one of the
fathers of the English language would alone make his works
important, even those which have little poetical merit. He
was as simple as Wordsworth in preferring his homely but
vigorous Saxon tongue when it was neglected by the court
and had not yet attained to the dignity of a literature,
and rendered a similar service to his country to that
which Dante rendered to Italy. If Greek sufficeth for
Greek, and Arabic for Arabian, and Hebrew for Jew, and
Latin for Latin, then English shall suffice for him, for
any of these will serve to teach truth ‘right as divers
pathes leaden divers folke the right waye to Rome.’ In the
Testament of Love he writes, ‘Let then clerkes enditen in
Latin, for they have the propertie of science, and the
knowinge in that facultie, and lette Frenchmen in their
Frenche also enditen their queinte termes, for it is
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kyndely to their mouthes, and let us shewe our fantasies
in soche wordes as we lerneden of our dames tonge.’

He will know how to appreciate Chaucer best who has come
down to him the natural way, through the meagre pastures
of Saxon and ante-Chaucerian poetry; and yet, so human and
wise he appears after such diet, that we are liable to
misjudge him still. In the Saxon poetry extant, in the
earliest English, and the contemporary Scottish poetry,
there is less to remind the reader of the rudeness and
vigour of youth than of the feebleness of a declining age.
It is for the most part translation of imitation merely,
with only an occasional and slight tinge of poetry,
oftentimes the falsehood and exaggeration of fable without
its imagination to redeem it, and we look in vain to find
antiquity restored, humanised, and made blithe again by
some natural sympathy between it and the present. But
Chaucer is fresh and modern still, and no dust settles on
his true passages. It lightens along the line, and we are
reminded that flowers have bloomed, and birds sung, and
hearts beaten in England. Before the earnest gaze of the
reader the rust and moss of time gradually drop off, and
the original green life is revealed. He was a homely and
domestic man, and did breathe quite as modern men do.

There is no wisdom that can take place of humanity, and
we find that in Chaucer. We can expand at last in his
breadth, and we think that we could have been that man’s
acquaintance. He was worthy to be a citizen of England,
while Petrarch and Boccacio lived in Italy, and Tell and
Tamerlane in Switzerland and Asia, and Bruce in Scotland,
and Wickliffe, and Gower, and Edward the Third, and John
of Gaunt, and the Black Prince were his own countrymen as
well as contemporaries; all stout and stirring names. The
fame of Roger Bacon came down from the preceding century,
and the name of Dante still possessed the influence of a
living presence. On the whole, Chaucer impresses us as
greater than his reputation, and not a little like Homer
and Shakespeare, for he would have held up his head in
their company. Among early English poets he is the land-
lord and host, and has the authority of such. The
affectionate mention which succeeding early poets make of
him, coupling him with Homer and Virgil, is to be taken
into the account in estimating his character and
influence. King James and Dunbar of Scotland speak of him
with more love and reverence than any modern author of his
predecessors of the last century. The same childlike
relation is without a parallel now. For the most part we
read him without criticism, for he does not plead his own
cause, but speaks for his readers, and has that greatness
of trust and reliance which compels popularity. He
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confides in the reader, and speaks privily with him,
keeping nothing back. And in return the reader has great
confidence in him, that he tells no lies, and reads his
story with indulgence, as if it were the circumlocution of
a child, but often discovers afterwards that he has spoken
with more directness and economy of words than a sage. He
is never heartless,

For first the thing is thought within the hart,
Er any word out from the mouth astart.

And so new was all his theme in those days, that he did
not have to invent, but only to tell.

We admire Chaucer for his sturdy English wit. The easy
height he speaks from in his Prologue to the Canterbury
Tales, as if he were equal to any of the company there
assembled, is as good as any particular excellence in it.
But though it is full of good sense and humanity, it is
not transcendent poetry. For picturesque description of
persons it is, perhaps, without a parallel in English
poetry; yet it is essentially humorous, as the loftiest
genius never is. Humour, however broad and genial, takes
a narrower view than enthusiasm. To his own finer vein he
added all the common wit and wisdom of his time, and
everywhere in his works his remarkable knowledge of the
world, and nice perception of character, his rare common
sense and proverbial wisdom, are apparent. His genius
does not soar like Milton’s, but is genial and familiar.
It shows great tenderness and delicacy, but not the
heroic sentiment. It is only a greater portion of
humanity with all its weakness. He is not heroic, as
Raleigh, nor pious, as Herbert, nor philosophical, as
Shakespeare; but he is the child of the English muse,
that child which is the father of the man. The charm of
his poetry consists often only in an exceeding
naturalness, perfect sincerity, with the behaviour of a
child rather than of a man.

Gentleness and delicacy of character are everywhere
apparent in his verse. The simplest and humblest words
come readily to his lips. No one can read the Prioress’s
tale, understanding the spirit in which it was written,
and in which the child sings O alma redemptoris mater, or
the account of the departure of Constance with her child
upon the sea, in the Man of Lawe’s tale, without feeling
the native innocence and refinement of the author. Nor can
we be mistaken respecting the essential purity of his
character, disregarding the apology of the manners of the
age. A simple pathos and feminine gentleness, which
Wordsworth only occasionally approaches, but does not
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equal, are peculiar to him. We are tempted to say that his
genius was feminine not masculine. It was such a
feminineness, however, as is rarest to find in woman,
though not the appreciation of it; perhaps it is not to be
found at all in woman, but is only the feminine in man.

Such pure and genuine and childlike love of Nature is
hardly to be found in any poet.

Chaucer’s remarkably trustful and affectionate character
appears in his familiar, yet innocent and reverent, manner
of speaking of his God. He comes into his thought without
any false reverence, and with no more parade than the
zephyr to his ear. If Nature is our mother, then God is
our father. There is less love and simple, practical trust
in Shakespeare and Milton. How rarely in our English
tongue do we find expressed any affection for God!
Certainly, there is no sentiment so rare, as the love of
God. Herbert almost alone expresses it, ‘Ah, my dear God!’
Our poet uses similar words with propriety; and whenever
he sees a beautiful person, or other object, prides
himself on the ‘maistry’ of his God. He even recommends
Dido to be his bride—

if that God that heaven and yearth made,
Would have a love for beauty and goodness,
And womanhede, trouth, and semeliness.

But in justification of our praise, we must refer to his
works themselves, to the Prologue to the Canterbury Tales,
the account of Gentilesse, the Flower and the Leaf, the
stories of Griselda, Virginia, Ariadne, and Blanche the
Dutchesse, and much more of less distinguished merit.
There are many poets of more taste, and better manners,
who knew how to leave out their dulness; but such negative
genius cannot detain us long; we shall return to Chaucer
still with love. Some natures, which are really rude and
ill-developed, have yet a higher standard of perfection
than others which are refined and well balanced. Even the
clown has taste, whose dictates, though he disregards
them, are higher and purer than those which the artist
obeys. If we have to wander through many dull and prosaic
passages in Chaucer, we have at least the satisfaction of
knowing that it is not an artificial dulness, but too
easily matched by many passages in life. We confess that
we feel a disposition commonly to concentrate sweets, and
accumulate pleasures; but the poet may be presumed always
to speak as a traveller, who leads us through a varied
scenery, from one eminence to another, and it is, perhaps,
more pleasing, after all, to meet with a fine thought in
its natural setting. Surely fate has enshrined it in these
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circumstances for some end. Nature strews her nuts and
flowers broadcast, and never collects them into heaps.
This was the soil it grew in, and this the hour it bloomed
in; if sun, wind, and rain came here to cherish and expand
the flower, shall not we come here to pluck it?

A true poem 1is distinguished not so much by a felicitous
expression, or any thought it suggests, as by the
atmosphere which surrounds it. Most have beauty of
outline merely, and are striking as the form and bearing
of a stranger; but true verses come toward us
indistinctly, as the very breath of all friendliness, and
envelop us in their spirit and fragrance. Much of our
poetry has the very best manners, but no character. It is
only an unusual precision and elasticity of speech, as if
its author had taken, not an intoxicating draught, but an
electuary. It has the distinct outline of sculpture, and
chronicles an early hour. Under the influence of passion
all men speak thus distinctly, but wrath is not always
divine.

There are two classes of men called poets. The one
cultivates life, the other art—one seeks food for
nutriment, the other for flavour; one satisfies hunger,
the other gratifies the palate. There are two kinds of
writing, both great and rare: one that of genius, or the
inspired, the other of intellect and taste, in the
intervals of inspiration. The former is above criticism,
always correct, giving the law to criticism. It vibrates
and pulsates with life for ever. It is sacred, and to be
read with reverence, as the works of nature are studied.
There are few instances of a sustained style of this kind;
perhaps every man has spoken words, but the speaker is
then careless of the record. Such a style removes us out
of personal relations with its author; we do not take his
words on our lips, but his sense into our hearts. It is
the stream of inspiration, which bubbles out, now here,
now there, now in this man, now in that. It matters not
through what ice-crystals it is seen, now a fountain, now
the ocean stream running under ground. It is in
Shakespeare, Alpheus, in Burns, Arethuse; but ever the
same. The other is self-possessed and wise. It is reverent
of genius and greedy of inspiration. It is conscious in
the highest and the least degree. It consists with the
most perfect command of the faculties. It dwells in a
repose as of the desert, and objects are as distinct in it
as oases or palms in the horizon of sand. The train of
thought moves with subdued and measured step, like a
caravan. But the pen is only an instrument in its hand,
and not instinct with life, like a longer arm. It leaves a
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thin varnish or glaze over all its work. The works of
Goethe furnish remarkable instances of the latter.

There is no just and serene criticism as yet. Nothing is
considered simply as it lies in the lap of eternal beauty,
but our thoughts, as well as our bodies, must be dressed
after the latest fashions. Our taste is too delicate and
particular. It says nay to the poet’s work, but never yea
to his hope. It invites him to adorn his deformities, and
not to cast them off by expansion, as the tree its bark.
We are a people who live in a bright light, in houses of
pearl and porcelain, and drink only light wines, whose
teeth are easily set on edge by the least natural sour. If
we had been consulted, the backbone of the earth would
have been made, not of granite, but of Bristol spar. A
modern author would have died in infancy in a ruder age.
But the poet is something more than a scald, ‘a smoother
and polisher of language’; he is a Cincinnatus in
literature, and occupies no west end of the world. Like
the sun, he will indifferently select his rhymes, and with
a liberal taste weave into his verse the planet and the
stubble.

In these old books the stucco has long since crumbled
away, and we read what was sculptured in the granite.
They are rude and massive in their proportions, rather
than smooth and delicate in their finish. The workers in
stone polish only their chimney ornaments, but their
pyramids are roughly done. There is a soberness in a
rough aspect, as of unhewn granite, which addresses a
depth in us, but a polished surface hits only the ball of
the eye. The true finish is the work of time, and the use
to which a thing is put. The elements are still polishing
the pyramids. Art may varnish and gild, but it can do no
more. A work of genius is rough-hewn from the first,
because it anticipates the lapse of time, and has an
ingrained polish, which still appears when fragments are
broken off, and essential quality of its substance. Its
beauty is at the same time its strength, and it breaks
with a lustre.

The great poem must have the stamp of greatness as well
as its essence. The reader easily goes within the shal-
lowest contemporary poetry, and informs it with all the
life and promise of the day, as the pilgrim goes within
the temple, and hears the faintest strains of the
worshippers; but it will have to speak to posterity,
traversing these deserts, through the ruins of its
outmost walls, by the grandeur and beauty of its
proportions.
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4. ‘CHRISTOPHER NORTH’ (JOHN WILSON), THE ALLEGORY OF
LOVE

1845

Wilson (1785-1854), educated at Glasgow University and
Oxford, a critic and professor of moral philosophy at
Edinburgh, writes an intelligent and very full commentary
on Chaucer’s poetry in a discussion of Dryden’s criticism
in ‘Blackwood’s Edinburgh Magazine’, LVII (May 1845), pp.
617ff. He expresses a preference for Chaucer’s ‘real and
human’ poems, but is one of the earliest critics to note
the new feeling of—or about—love that began in medieval
Europe, the ‘religion of love’; and is apparently the
first to think of Chaucer as an allegorical writer. Here
seems to be the origin of the ‘allegory of love’.

Nothing is gained by attempting to deny or to disguise a
known and plain fact, simply because it happens to be a
distasteful one—Time has estranged us from Chaucer. Dryden
and Pope we read with easy, unearned pleasure. Their
speech, their manner of mind, and their facile verse, are
of our age, almost of our own day. The two excellent,
graceful, and masterly poets belong, both of them, to THIS
NEW WORLD. Go back a little, step over an imperceptible
line, to the contemporary of Dryden, Milton, and you seem
to have overleaped some great chronological boundary; you
have transported yourself into THAT OLD WORLD. Whether the
historical date, or the gigantic soul, or the learned art,
make the separation, the fact is clear, that the poet of
the ‘Paradise Lost’ stands decidedly further off; and,
more or less, you must acquire the taste and intelligence
of the poem. Why, up to this hour, probably, there are
three-fifths of the poem that you have not read; or, if
you have read all, and go along with all, you have
yourself had experience of the progress, and have felt
your capacity of Milton grow and dilate. So has it been
with your capacity for Shakspeare, or you are a truant and
an idler. To comprehend with delight Milton and Shakspeare
as poets, you need, from the beginning, a soul otherwise
touched, and gifted for poesy, than Pope claims of you, or
Dryden. The great elder masters, being original, require
of you springs of poesy welling in your own spirit; while
the two latter, imitative artists of luxury, exact from
you nothing more, in the way of poetical endowment, than
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the gusto of ease and luxurious enchantment. To prefer,
for some intellectual journey, the smooth wafture of an
air-gliding ear—to look with pleasure upon a dance of
bright-hued images—to hear more sweetness in Philomela’s
descant than in a Turkish concert—to be ever so little
sensible to the bliss of dreams—ever so little sick of
reality, and ever so little glad to be rid of it for an
hour—is qualification enough to make you a willing and
able reader of verse in the latter school. But if you are
to prefer the style of the antecessors, other conditions
must come in. It is, then, not a question merely whether
you see and love in Imogen the ideal of a wife in love
with her husband, or take to the surpassing and inimitable
portraiture of the ‘lost archangel’ in Satan; but whether
you feel the sweetness of Imogen’s soul in the music of
her expressions—whether you hear the tones of the Will
that not the thunder has quelled, in that voice to which
all ‘the hollow deep of hell resounded.’ If you do,
assuredly you will perceive in yourself that these are
discernments of a higher cast, and that place you upon a
higher degree when critics on poetry come to be ranked,
than when you had nothing better to say for yourself than
that your bosom bled at the Elegy on an Unfortunate Young
Lady, or that you varied with with Alexander to the
varying current of the Ode of St Cecilia’s Day.

We call Chaucer the Father of our Poetry, or its Morning
Star. The poetical memory of the country stretches up to
him, and not beyond. The commanding impression which he
has made upon the minds of his people dates from his own
day. The old poets of England and Scotland constantly and
unanimously acknowledge him for their master. Greatest
names, Dunbar, Douglas, Spenser, Milton, carry on the
tradition of his renown and his reign.

In part he belongs to, and in part he lifts himself out
of, his age. The vernacular poetry of reviving Europe took
a strong stamp from one principal feature in the manners
of the times. The wonderful political institution of
Chivalry—turned into a romance in the minds of those in
whose persons the thing itself subsisted-raised up a
fanciful adoration of women into a law of courtly life;
or, at the least, of courtly verse, to which there was
nothing answerable in the annals of the old world. For
though the chief and most potent of human passions has
never lacked its place at the side of war in the song that
spoke of heroes—though two beautiful captives, and a
runaway wife bestowed by the Goddess of Beauty, and
herself the paragon of beauty to all tongues and ages,
have grounded the ‘Iliad’—though the Scaean gate, from
which Hector began to flee his inevitable foe, and where
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that goddess-born foe himself stooped to destiny, be also
remembered for the last parting of a husband and a wife—
though Circe and Calypso have hindered home-bound Ulysses
from the longing arms of Penelope—and Jason, leading the
flower of a prior and yet more heroic generation, must
first win the heart of Medea before he may attain the
Golden Fleece—though the veritable nature of the human
being have ever thus, through its strongest passion,
imaged itself in its most exquisite mirror, Poetry—yet
there did, in reawaking Europe, a new love-poetry arise,
distinctively characterised by the omnipotence which it
ascribed to the Love-god, legitimating in him an usurped
supremacy, and exhibiting, in artificial and wilful
excess, that passion which the older poets drew in its
powerful but unexaggerated and natural proportions.

Thenceforwards the verse of the South and of the North,
and alike the forgotten and the imperishable, all attest
the predominancy of the same star. Diamond eyes and ruby
lips stir into sound the lute of the Troubadours and the
Minnesingers. Famous bearers of either name were knights
distinguished in the lists and in the field. And who is it
that stole from heaven the immortal fire of genius for
Petrarch? Laura. Who is the guide of Dante through
Paradise? Beatrice. In our own language, the spirit of
love breathes, more than in any other poet, in Spenser.
His great poem is one Lay of Love, embodying and
associating that idealized, chivalrous, and romantic union
of ‘fierce warres and faithful loves.’ It hovers above the
earth in some region exempt from mortal footing—wars such
as never were, loves such as never were—and all—-Allegory!
One ethereal extravagance! A motto may be taken from him
to describe that ascendency of the love-planet in the
poetical sky of renewed Europe. It alludes to the love-
freaks of the old Pagan deities upon earth, in which the
King of the Gods excelled, as might be supposed, all the
others.

While thus on earth great Jove these pageants play’d,
The winged boy did thrust into his throne;

And scoffing thus, unto his mother sayde,

‘Lo! now the heavens obey to me alone

And take me for their Jove, now Jove to earth is gone.’

The pure truth of the poetical inspiration which rests
upon Spenser’s poems, when compared to the absolute
departure from reality apparent in the manners of his
heroes and heroines, and in the physical world which they
inhabit, is a phenomenon which may well perplex the
philosophical critic. You will hardly dare to refuse to
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any true poet the self-election of his materials. Grant,
therefore, to Spenser knight-errantry—grant him dragons,
and enchanters, and enchanted gardens, satyrs, and the
goddess Night on her chariot—grant him love as the single
purpose of human life—a faery power, leading with a faery
band his faery world! But while you accept this Poem as
the lawful consummation and ending of that fabulous
intellectual system or dream which had subsisted with
authority for centuries, it is wonderful to see how, in
the very day of Spenser, the STAGE recovers humanity and
nature to poetry—recalls poetry to nature and humanity!
Shakspeare and Spenser, what contemporaries! The world
that is, and the world that is not, twinned in time and
in power!

This exaggeration of an immense natural power, Love—
making, one might almost say, man’s worship of woman the
great religion of the universe, and which was the
‘amabilis insania’ of the new poetry—long exercised an
unlimited monarchy in the poetical mind of the reasonable
Chaucer. See the longest and most desperate of his
Translations—which Tyrwhitt supposes him to have
completed, though we have only two fragments—seven
thousand verses in place of twenty-two thousand—the
‘Romaunt of the Rose,’ otherwise entitled the ‘Art of
Love,’ ‘wherein are shewed the helps and furtherances, as
also the lets and impediments, that lovers have in their
suits.’ Then comes the work upon which Sir Philip Sydney
seems to rest the right of Chaucer to the renown of an
excellent poet having the insight of his art—the five long
books which celebrate the type of all true lovers,
Troilus, and of all false traitresses, Creseide. Then
there is ‘The Legende of Goode Women,’ the loving
heroines, fabulous and historical, of Lempriére’s
dictionary. The first name is decisive upon the
signification of goode—Cleopatras, Queene of Egypt—Tisbe
of Babylon—-Dido, Queene of Carthage—Hipsiphile and Medea,
betrayed both by the same ‘root of false lovers, Duk
Jason’—Lucrece of Rome—Ariadne of Athens—Philomen—Phillis—
Hypermnestra.

The ‘Assemblee of Foules’ is all for love and
allegory...

(p. 620) We cannot help feeling how much nearer Chaucer
was to the riddling days of poetry than we are. Did the
old Poet translate from plain English into the language of
Birds, and expect us to re-translate? Or are these blushes
and this knighthood amongst birds merely regular adjuncts
in any fable that attributes to the inferior creation
human powers of reason and speech? It is curious that the
rapacious fowls are presented as excelling in high and
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delicate sentiment! They are the aristocracy of the birds,
plainly; yet an aristocracy described as of ‘ravine’ seems
to receive but an equivocal compliment.

The ‘House of Fame’ is in Three Books. The title
bespeaks Allegory; and the machinery which justifies the
allegory, as usual is a Dream. But the title does not be-
speak, what is nevertheless true, that here, too, love
steals in. During the entire First Book, the poet dreams
himself to be in the temple of Venus, all graven over with
Aeneas’s history, taken point by point from the Mantuan.
The history belongs properly to its place; not because
Aeneas 1s the son of Venus, but because the course of
events is conducted by Jupiter consonantly to the prayer
of Venus. Why the House of Venus takes up a third part of
the poem to be devoted to the House of Fame is less
apparent. Is the poet crazed with love? and so driven
against method to dream perforce of the divinity who rules
over his destiny, as she did over her son’s? Or does the
fame conferred by Virgil upon Aeneas make it reasonable
that the dream should proceed by the House of one goddess
to that of the otherv..

(p. 621) The criticism of so strange a composition is
hardly to be attempted. It shows a bold and free spirit of
invention, and some great and poetical conceiving. The
wilful, now just, now perverse, dispensing of fame,
belongs to a mind that has meditated upon the human world.
The poem is one of the smaller number, which seems
hitherto to stand free from the suspicion of having been
taken from other poets. For Chaucer helped himself to
every thing worth using that came to hand.

The earlier writings of Chaucer have several marks that
belong to the literature of the time.

First, an excessive and critical self-dedication of the
writer to the service of Love, this power being for the
most part arrayed as a sovereign divinity, now in the
person of the classical goddess Venus, and now of her son,
the god Cupid. Secondly, an ungovernable propensity to
allegorical fiction. The scheme of innumerable poems is
merely allegorical. In others, the allegorical vein breaks
in from time to time. Thirdly, a Dream was a vehicle much
in use for effecting the transit of the fancy from the
real to the poetical world. Chaucer has many dreams.
Fourthly, interminable delight in expatiating upon the
simplest sights and sounds of the natural world. This
overflows all Chaucer’s earlier poems. In some, he largely
describes the scene of adventure—in some, the desire of
solace in field and wood leads him into the scene.
Fifthly, a truly magnanimous indifference to the flight of
time and to the cost of parchment, expressed in the
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dilatation of a slender matter through an infinite series
of verses. You wonder at the facility of writing in the
infancy of art. It seems to resemble the exuberant,
untiring activity of children, prompted by a vital delight
which overflows into the readiest utterance; and, in
proportion to its display, achieving the less that is
referable to any purpose of enduring use. Even the admired
and elaborately-written Troilus and Creseide is a great
specimen. The action is nearly null; the discoursing of
the persons and of the poet endless. It is not, then,
simply the facility of the eight-syllabled couplet, as in
that interminable Chaucer’s Dreme, that betrays; there is
a dogged purpose of going on for ever...

There must be something like thirty thousand verses,
long, short, in couplets or stanzas, which may be said to
be dedicated to love!

And of them all, only the four following Poems tread the
plain ground—have their footing upon the same earth that we
walk—Troilus and Creseide, The Legende of Goode Women, Queen
Annelida and False Arcita, the Complaint of ‘the Blacke
Knight. We grant them for human and real, notwithstanding
that most of the persons are of a very romantic and
apocryphal stamp—because they are not presented in dreams or
visions, and are not allegorical creations of beings out of
the air, Impersonations of Ideas. They are offered as men
and women, downright flesh and blood, and so are to be
understood. Nevertheless even here, when Chaucer is nearest
home, taking his subject in his own day, and putting his own
friend and patron in verse, there is a trick of the riddling
faculty, since the Blacke Knight lodging, during the love-
month of May, in the greenwood, and bemoaning all day long
his hard love-hap, represents, it is presumed, old stout
John of Gaunt in love, who might utter his passion,
uncertain of requital,

In groans that thunder love, in sighs
of fire;

but who, most assuredly, did not build himself a forest
bower, and annually retire from court and castle, to spend
there a lovesick May.

Of absolutely fanciful creations are, as we have seen,
the ‘Assemblee of Foules,’ and the ‘Complaint of Mars and
Venus,’ which the poet overhears a fowl singing on St.
Valentine’s Day ere sunrise. ‘0Of the Cuckou and
Nightingale:’ the poet, between waking and sleeping, hears
the bird of hate and the bird of music dispute against and
for love. When the nightingale takes leave of him, he
wakes. ‘The Court of Love:’ The poet, at the age of
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eighteen, is summoned by Mercury to do his obeisance at
the Court of Love, ‘a lite before the Mount of Citheree,’
called further on Citheron. He is, on this occasion, not
asleep at all, but dreams away like any other poet, with
his eyes open, in broad daylight.

In Chaucer thus we find every kind of possible allegory.
There is the thoroughly creative allegory, when thoughts
are turned into beings, and impersonated abstract ideas
appear as deities, and as attendants on deities. This is
the unsubstantial allegory, which has, it must be owned, a
different meaning to different climes and times. For
example, to the belief of the old Greeks, Aphrodite and
Eros, albeit essentially thoughts, had flesh that could be
touched, wounded even, and veins, in which for blood ran
ichor. In the verses of our old poet and his
contemporaries, Venus and Cupid are as active as they were
with Homer and Anacreon; only, that now their substance
has imperceptibly grown attenuate. So that in the
‘Assemblee of Foules,’ for example, these two celestial
potentates are upon an equal footing, for subsistency and
reality, with the great goddess Dame Nature, who seems to
be more of modern than of ancient invention, and with
Plesaunce, Arrai, Beautee, Courtesie, Craft, Delite,
Gentlenesse, and others enow, whom the poet found in
attendance upon the Love-god and his mother. With or
without belief, this belongs to all the ages of poetry,
from the beginning to the consummation of the world.

Then there is the disguising allegory—for by no other
appellation can it be described—which may be of a
substantial kind. For example, the Black Knight, as we
have seen, forlorn in love, builds himself a lodge in the
wild-wood, to which he resorts during the month of May,
and mourns the livelong day under the green boughs. If the
conjecture which Tyrwhitt throws out, but without much
insisting upon it, that John of Gaunt, wooing his Duchess
Blanche, is here figured, this is a disguising allegory of
the lowest ideal idealization. The conjecture of Tyrwhitt,
whether exact or not, quite agrees to the art of poetical
invention in that age.

That old and deeply-rooted species of fable, which
ascribes to the inferior animals human mind and manners,
was another prevalent allegory. Usually, the picture of
humanity so conveyed is of a general nature. But if, as
has been guessed, the first and noblest of the Three
Tercels that woo the ‘formell eagle,’ in the Assemblee of
Foules, be the same John of Gaunt wooing the same Blanche,
here would be two varieties of allegory—the disguising of
particular persons and events, and the veiling of human
actions and passions, under the semblance of the inferior



65 Chaucer: The Critical Heritage vol.2

kinds—mixed in this part of the poem, which, in as much as
it also introduces wholly ideal personages, would, if the
key to the enigma has been truly found, very fully
exemplify the allegorizing genius of the old poetry.

Certainly, many of the old poems, unless they are
interpreted to allude, in this manner, to particular
persons and occurrences, appear to want due meaning, such
as this Complaint of the nameless Black Knight, this
Wooing of the Three Tercels, and the faithless Hawk whom
Canace hears. We may often feel ourselves justified in
presuming an allusion, although in regard to the true
import of the allusion it may be that Time has first
locked the door, and then thrown the key over the wall.

Of one Poem, to which we have hitherto but alluded, we
feel ourselves now called on to give an analysis, both for
sake of its own exquisite beauty and surpassing
loveliness, and for sake of Dryden’s immortal paraphrase—
‘The Floure and the Leaf.’

There is in the plan of ‘'The Floure and the Leaf,’ a
peculiarity which is not easily accounted for. In the
other poems of Chaucer, which are thrown into the form of
an adventure or occurrence personal to the relater, he
relates in person his own experience. Here the parts of
experiencing, and of relating an adventure, are both
transferred to an unknown person of the other sex. It is
also remarkable that this difference in the personality of
the relater does not appear until the very close of the
poem, and then incidentally, one of the imaginary persons
addressing the relater as ‘Daughter.’ In the adventure,
which is simply the witnessing a Vision, there is nothing
that might not as well have happened to Chaucer himself as
to dame or damsel...

(p. 645) Shakspeare commingles widely divided times; and
why, two hundred years before him, shall not Chaucer? It
requires practice to read Chaucer. Not only do you need
familiarizing to a form of the language, which is not your
own, but much more to a simplicity of style, which at
first appears to you like barenness and poverty. It seems
meagre. You miss too much the rich and lavish colours of
the later time. Your eye is used to gorgeousness and
gaudiness. The severe plainness of the old manner wants
zest for you. But, when you are used to Chaucer, can
accept his expression, and think and feel with him, this
hinderance wears off. You find a strong imagination—a
gentle pathos—no lack of accumulation, where needed—but
the crowding is always of effective circumstances or
images—a playfulness, upon occasion, even in serious
writing—but the special characteristic of the style is,
that the word is always to the purpose. He amply possesses
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his language, and his sparing expression is chosen, and
never inadequate—never indigent. His rule is, that for
every phrase there be matter; and narrative or argument is
thus constantly progressive. He does not appear to be
hurried out of himself by the heat of composition. His
good understanding completely goes along with him, and
weighs every word.

5. SIR NICHOLAS HARRIS NICOLAS, A LIFE FOUNDED ON
EVIDENCE

1845

Nicolas (1799-1848), who was educated as a midshipman and
at the Inner Temple, was noted for his genealogical and
antiquarian research, and the reforms he agitated for in
facilities for the study of records. He was a prolific
researcher, editor, biographer, annotator and parent, and
for the first time established a sound documentary basis
for the life of Chaucer in his memoir that precedes the
edition of 1845, from which the following extracts are
taken.

(p. 1) Although great trouble was taken to illustrate the
life of CHAUCER by his former biographers, the yield of
research was but imperfectly gleaned. Many material facts
in his history have been very recently brought to light,
and are now, for the first time, published; but it is not
from these discoveries only that this account of the Poet
will derive its claim to attention. An erroneous
construction has been given to much of what was before
known of him; and absurd inferences have, in some cases,
been drawn from supposed allusions to himself in his
writings. A Life of the Poet, founded on documentary
evidence instead of imagination, was much wanted; and
this, it is hoped, the present Memoir will supply.
CHAUCER'’S parentage is unknown, and the conjectures that
have been hazarded on the subject are too vague to justify
the adoption of any of them. His name, which was of some
antiquity, was borne by persons in a respectable station
of society; and it is likely that some of them were conne-
cted with the city of London. That he was of a gentl-
eman’s, though not of a noble or distinguished family, can
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scarcely be doubted; but the frequent occurrence of
passages in his writings, wherein he insists that conduct
is the only proof of gentility, that he alone is truly
noble who acts nobly, with others of a similar import, may
possibly be ascribed to his desire to level the artificial
distinctions of birth, from the consciousness of being, in
that respect, inferior to those of whom his talents had
rendered him the associate. Upon a supposed reference to
himself in one of his works, he is considered to have been
born in London; but, as will afterwards appear, no
reliance can be placed on that passage...

(p. 4) Some of Chaucer’s biographers suppose that he was
educated at Oxford, and some again, at Cambridge; while
others solve the doubt, more ingeniously than probably, by
concluding that he was at both Universities; but there is
no proof, however likely it may be, that he belonged to
either.

It has been said that Chaucer was originally intended
for the law, and that from some cause which has not
reached us, and on which it would be idle to speculate,
the design was abandoned. The acquaintance he possessed
with the classics, with divinity, with astronomy, with so
much as was then known of chemistry, and indeed with every
other branch of the scholastic learning of the age,
proves, that his education had been particularly attended
to: and his attainments render it impossible to believe
that he quitted college at the early period at which
persons destined for a military life usually began their
career. It was not then the custom for men to pursue
learning for its own sake; and the most rational manner of
accounting for the extent of Chaucer’s acquirements is to
suppose that he was educated for a learned profession. The
knowledge he displays of divinity would make it more
likely that he was intended for the Church than for the
Bar, were it not that the writings of the Fathers were
generally read by all classes of students. One writer says
that Chaucer was a member of the Inner Temple, and that
while there he was fined two shillings for beating a
Franciscan friar in Fleet Street, and another observes,
that after he had travelled in France, ‘collegia
leguleiorum frequentavit.’ Nothing, however, is positively
known of Chaucer until the autumn of 1359, when he himself
says he was in the army with which Edward the Third
invaded France, and that he served for the first time on
that occasion. He was, he adds, made prisoner by the
French during the expedition, which terminated with the
peace of Chartres in May 1360. Between 1360 and 1367 no
notice has been found of him, so that it is alike
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uncertain if he was ransomed, and when he returned to
England....

(p. 8) It is a natural and generous wish that
illustrious men, the ornaments of their several ages and
countries, whom Nature, by endowing with kindred minds and
her highest intellectual gifts, would seem to have
destined for friends, should have been acquainted with
each other; and that the admiration inspired by their
respective Works should have been warmed and strengthened
by personal affection. This universal feeling justifies
more attention to the supposed friendship of Chaucer and
Petrarch than a merely speculative question would
otherwise deserve.

Tyrwhitt, after alluding to Speght’s inaccurate
statement, that ‘some write’ that Chaucer and Petrarch
were present at the marriage of Lionel Duke of Clarence
with Violenta, daughter of Galeazzo Lord of Milan, at that
city in 1369, as one occasion when he might have become
known to the Italian Poet, proceeds to notice his mission
to Genoa in 1372 as having afforded him another
opportunity of seeing Petrarch. He briefly discusses the
point; but it is evident that he had not formed a
conclusive opinion upon it, his doubts being founded on
the distance of Genoa from Padua, and on the interview not
having been mentioned by Petrarch himself, nor by his
biographers. Godwin, however, after answering this
objection, vehemently insists that Chaucer did actually
visit Petrarch at Padua in 1373, and that he then obtained
from him the Tale of Griselda.

In his ardour, Godwin has however both overlooked and
mistaken some material circumstances; and his confidence
in the fact not only induced him to cast unmerited
reproaches upon the learned Tyrwhitt for merely presuming
to express a doubt on the subject, but to give the reins
to his own imagination by describing Chaucer’s motives for
seeking the interview, the interview itself, the feelings
of the two Poets, and the very tone and substance of their
conversation! This interesting question will now, it is
hoped, be investigated on more rational grounds...

(p. 16) It is in his own character only, that Chaucer
appears in the Pilgrimage, in the General Prologue, the
Rime of Sir Thopas, and in the prose tale of Melibeus; and
each of the other personages is individually described,
and has a distinct existence.

Their knowledge of the world, their wit and learning,
and the skill with which their narratives are written must
of course be attributed to the Author; and some of their
feelings, thoughts, and passions may have had their
prototype in his own bosom. But the creator of an
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imaginary hero can never be safely identified with his
creation; and when from a numerous group, a writer singles
out himself in his own individual person, acts in his own
corporeal capacity, pourtrays his own physical
peculiarities, and clearly and intentionally describes his
own conduct, nay, when he even designates himself by name,
it seems unreasonable that he should be supposed to relate
a circumstance of his own life by any other mouth than his
own. If, therefore, Chaucer had stated in the Rime of Sir
Thopas, or in the Tale of Melibeus, where he appears in
his own person, that he had learnt either of those Tales
from any other writer, some faith would unquestionably be
due to the statement. But the Clerk of Oxford, and others
of the Pilgrims, may have been the portraits of original
personages, and the Clerk might have learnt Griselda’s
history from Petrarch at Padua; or, far more likely, both
the Clerk and the immediate source of the Tale were purely
fictitious. Godwin’s argument that Chaucer could have had
no other motive for making those lines proceed from the
Clerk’s lips than an ‘eager desire to commemorate his
interview with Petrarch,’ is fairly met, even if it be not
destroyed, by the suggestion, that such an object would
have been much more effectually attained, had he himself
recited the Tale of Griselda, and given to the Clerk (by
whom it would have been both more properly and
characteristically related) so moral and grave a story as
that of Melibeus. Moreover, the lines on which Godwin’s
theory rests are scarcely consistent with the passage
towards the conclusion of the Clerk’s Tale, where he
speaks of Petrarch’s having ‘written and indited’ it, in a
very different manner from his previous statement that he
had ‘learned it at Padua’ from Petrarch:-

Every wight in his degré
Schulde be constant in adversité,
As was Grisild, therfore Petrark writeth
This story, which with high stile he enditeth.
(IT. 11. 207-210.)

Until however accident brings some hitherto undiscovered
document to light, Chaucer’s visit to Petrarch and its
attendant circumstances must remain among the many
doubtful circumstances in the lives of eminent men, which
their admirers wish to believe true, but for which their
biographers ought to require surer evidence than what
Godwin calls ‘coincidences which furnish a basis of
historical probability.’..

(p. 54) [Chaucer’s] writings must be closely studied to
form a proper estimate of the magnitude of his genius,
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the extent and variety of his information, his wonderful
knowledge of human nature, the boldness with which he
attacked clerical abuses, and advocated the interests of
honour and virtue, and more than all, of that
philosophical construction of mind, which rendered him
superior to the prejudices of his time, and placed him
far in advance of the wisest of his contemporaries.

6. JOHN HENRY LEIGH HUNT, GENIALITY, SINGING

1846, 1855

Leigh Hunt (1784-1859), genial and prolific essayist,
editor, poet and family man, was educated at Christ’s
Hospital. He edited various magazines of liberal views
and was imprisoned on one occasion. He was the friend of
many of the greatest Romantic writers and for a while
particularly influential over Keats, whom he seems to
have introduced to Chaucer’s works. His shrewd and
copious comments embody a fellow-practitioner’s
intelligent and generous appreciation. He attempts to
analyse irony, narrative techniques and humour, and is
early in his association of poetry with the idea of
music. The extracts are taken (a) from ‘Wit and Humour,
Selected from the English Poets’ (1846), and (b) from
‘Stories in Verse’ (1855).

(a)

(p. 18) 4th, Irony, (El1pwWVELllN, Talk, in a sense of
Dissimulation) or Saying one thing and Meaning another, is
a mode of speech generally adopted for purposes of satire,
but may be made the vehicle of the most exquisite
compliment. On the other hand, Chaucer, with a delightful
impudence, has drawn a pretended compliment out of a
satire the most outrageous. He makes the Cock say to the
Hen, in the fable told by the Nun’s Priest, that ‘the
female is the confusion of the male;’ but then he says it
in Latin, gravely quoting from a Latin author a sentence
to that effect about womankind. This insult he proceeds to
translate into an eulogy:-
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But let us speak of mirth, and stint all this.
Madamé Pértélote, so have I bliss,

Of one thing God hath sent me large grace;

For when I see the beauty of your face,

Ye ben so scarlet red about your eyen,

It maketh all my drédeé for to dyen;

For all so siker [so surely] as In principle
Mulier est hominis confusio;

(That is, ‘for as it was in the beginning of the world,
woman is the confusion of man.’)

Madam, the sentence of this Latin is,
‘Woman is mannes joy and mannés bliss.’
Canterbury Tales, v. 15, 163.

(p. 73) The graver portion of the genius of this great
poet will be more fitly noticed in the volume to be
entitled ‘Action and Passion’. He is here only in his
gayer mood.

I retain the old spelling for three reasons;—first,
because it is pleasant to know the actual words of such a
writer, as far as they can be ascertained; second, because
the antiquity is part of the costume; and third, because I
have added a modern prose version, which removes all
difficulty in the perusal. I should rather say I have
added the version for the purpose of retaining the
immortal man’s own words, besides being able to show
perhaps how strongly every word of a great poet tells in
the most modern prose version, provided his ideas are not
absolutely misrepresented. At all events, the reader may
go uninterruptedly, if he pleases, through the version,
and then turn to the original for the finer traits, and
for a music equally correct and beautiful.

I wish I could have given more than one comic story out
of Chaucer; but the change of manners renders it difficult
at any time, and impossible in a book like the present.
The subjects with which the court and gentry of the times
of the Henrys and Edwards could be entertained, are
sometimes not only indecorous but revolting. It is a
thousand pities that the unbounded sympathy of the poet
with everything that interested his fellow-creatures did
not know, in this instance, where to stop. Yet we must be
cautious how we take upon ourselves to blame him. Even
Shakspeare did not quite escape the infection of indecency
in a much later and highly refined age; and it may startle
us to suspect, that what is readable in the gravest and
even the most scrupulous circles in our own day, may not
be altogether so a hundred years hence. Allusions and
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phrases which are thought harmless now, and that from
habit really are so, may then appear in as different a
light as those which we are astonished to think our
ancestors could endure. Nay, opinions and daily practices
exist, and are treated with respect, which may be regarded
by our posterity as the grossest and cruellest barbarisms.
We may, therefore, cease to wonder at the apparently
unaccountable spectacle presented by such writers as
Chaucer, who combine a licence the most indelicate with
the utmost refinements of thought and feeling.

When Chaucer is free from this taint of his age, his
humour is of a description the most thoroughly delightful;
for it is at once entertaining, profound, and good-
natured. If this last quality be thought a drawback by
some, as wanting the relish of personality, they may
supply even that (as some have supplied it) by supposing
that he drew his characters from individuals, and that the
individuals were very uncomfortable accordingly. I confess
I see no ground for the supposition beyond what the nature
of the case demands. Classes must of course be drawn, more
or less, from the individuals composing them; but the un-
professional particulars added by Chaucer to his
characters (such as the Merchant’s uneasy marriage, and
the Franklin’s prodigal son) are only such as render the
portraits more true, by including them in the general
category of human kind. The gangrene which the Cook had on
his shin, and which has been considered as a remarkable
instance of the gratuitous, is, on the contrary (besides
its masterly intimation of the perils of luxury in
general), painfully in character with a man accustomed to
breathe an unhealthy atmosphere, and to be encouraging bad
humours with tasting sauces and syrups. Besides, the Cook
turns out to be a drunkard.

Chaucer’s comic genius is so perfect, that it may be
said to include prophetic intimations of all that followed
it. The liberal-thinking joviality of Rabelais is there;
the portraiture of Cervantes, moral and external; the
poetry of Shakspeare; the learning of Ben Jonson; the
manners of the wits of Charles the Second, the bonhomie of
Sterne; and the insidiousness, without the malice, of
Voltaire. One of its characteristics is a certain tranquil
detection of particulars, expressive of generals; as in
the instance just mentioned of the secret infirmity of the
Cook. Thus the Prioress speaks French; but it is ‘after
the school of Stratford at Bow.’ Her education was
altogether more showy than substantial. The Lawyer was the
busiest man in the world, and yet he ‘seemed busier than
he was.’ He made something out of nothing, even in
appearances.
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Another characteristic is his fondness for seeing the
spiritual in the material; the mind in the man’s aspect.
He is as studious of physiognomy as Lavater, and far
truer. Observe, too, the poetry that accompanies it,—the
imaginative sympathy in the matter of fact. His Yeoman,
who is a forester, has a head ‘like a nut.’ His Miller is
as brisk and healthy as the air of the hill on which he
lives, and as hardy and as coarse-grained as his
conscience. We know, as well as if we had ridden with
them, his oily-faced Monk; his lisping Friar (who was to
make confession easy to the ladies); his carbuncled
Summoner or Church-Bailiff, the grossest form of
ecclesiastical sensuality; and his irritable money-getting
Reve or Steward, with his cropped head and calf-less legs,
who shaves his beard as closely as he reckons with his
master’s tenants.

The third great quality of Chaucer’s humour is its fair
play;—the truth and humanity which induces him to see
justice done to good and bad, to the circumstances which
make men what they are, and the mixture of right and
wrong, of wisdom and of folly, which they consequently
exhibit. His worst characters have some little saving
grace of good-nature, or at least of joviality and
candour. Even the Pardoner, however impudently,
acknowledges himself to be a ‘vicious man.’ His best
people, with one exception, betray some infirmity. The
good Clerk of Oxford, for all his simplicity and
singleness of heart, has not escaped the pedantry and
pretension of the college. The Good Parson seems without a
blemish, even in his wisdom; yet when it comes to his turn
to relate a story, he announces it as a ‘little’ tale, and
then tells the longest and most prosing in the book,—a
whole sermonizing volume. This, however, might be an
expression of modesty; since Chaucer uses the same epithet
for a similar story of his own telling. But the Good
Parson also treats poetry and fiction with contempt. His
understanding is narrower than his motives. The only
character in Chaucer which seems faultless, is that of the
Knight; and he is a man who has been all over the world,
and bought experience with hard blows. The poet does not
spare his own person. He describes himself as a fat, heavy
man, with an ‘elvish’ (wildish?) countenance, shy, and
always ‘staring on the ground.’ Perhaps he paid for his
genius and knowledge with the consequences of habits too
sedentary, and a vein, in his otherwise cheerful wisdom,
of hypochondriacal wonder. He also puts in his own mouth a
fairy-tale of chivalry, which the Host interrupts with
contempt, as a tiresome commonplace. I take it to have
been a production of the modest poet’s when he was young;
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for in the midst of what looks like intentional burlesque,
are expressions of considerable force and beauty.

This self-knowledge is a part of Chaucer’s greatness;
and these modest proofs of it distinguish him from every
other poet in the language. Shakspeare may have had as
much, or more. It is difficult to suppose otherwise. And
yet there is no knowing what qualities, less desirable,
might have hindered even his mighty insight into his
fellow-creatures from choosing to look so closely into
himself. His sonnets are not without intimations of
personal and other defects; but they contain no such
candid talking as Chaucer.

The father of English poetry was essentially a modest
man. He sits quietly in a corner, looking down for the
most part, and meditating; at other times eyeing
everything that passes, and sympathizing with everything;—
chuckling heartily at a jest, feeling his eyes fill with
tears at sorrow, reverencing virtue, and not out of
charity with vice. When he ventures to tell a story
himself, it is as much under correction of the Host as the
humblest man in the company; and it is no sooner objected
to, than he drops it for one of a different description.

I have retained the grave character of the Knight in the
selection, because he is the leader of the cavalcade.

The syllables that are to be retained in reading the
verses are marked with the brief accent . The terminating
vowels thus distinguished were certainly pronounced
during one period of our language, otherwise they would
not have been written; though, by degrees, the
comparative faintness of their utterance, and disuse of
them in some instances, enabled writers to use them as
they pleased; just as poets in our own day retain or not,
as it suits them, the e’s in the final syllable of
participles and past tenses;—such as belov’d, belovéd;
swerv’d, swervéd, &. The French, in their verses use
their terminating vowels at this moment precisely as
Chaucer did; though they drop them in conversation. I
have no living Frenchman at hand to gquote, but he writes
in this respect as Boileau did:

Ellé dit; et du vent de sa bouché profané
Lui souffle avec ces mots 1’ardeur de la chicané;
Le Prélat se reveillé; et, plein d’émotion,
Lui donne toutéfois la benediction.
(Discord waking the Dean in the Lutrin).

'Radix malorum est cupiditas.’—Covetousness is the root of
all evil.—-Those critics who supposed that Chaucer,
notwithstanding his intimacy with the Latin and Italian
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poets, and his own hatred of ‘mis-metre,’ had no settled
rules of versification, would have done well to consider
the rhythmical exactitude with which he fits Latin
quotations into his lines... He is far more particular in
this respect than versifiers of later ages.

(b)

(p. 1) PREFACE,

CONTAINING REMARKS ON THE FATHER OF ENGLISH NARRATIVE
POETRY; ON THE ILL-UNDERSTOOD NATURE OF HEROIC VERSE; ON
THE NECESSITY, EQUALLY ILL-UNDERSTOOD, OF THE MUSICAL
ELEMENT IN POETRY TO POETRY IN GENERAL; AND ON THE
ABSURDITY OF CONFINING THE NAME OF POETRY TO ANY ONE
SPECIES OF IT IN PARTICULAR.

As this book, in issuing from the house of Messrs.
Routledge, acquires a special chance of coming under the
cognizance of travellers by the railway, I have pleased
myself with fancying, that it gives me a kind of new link,
however remote like the rest, with my great master in the
art of poetry; that is to say, with the great master of
English narrative in verse, the Father of our Poetry
itself, Chaucer.

Nay, it gives me two links, one general, and one
particular; for as Chaucer’s stories, in default of there
being any printed books and travelling carriages in those
days, were related by travellers to one another, and as these
stories will be read, and (I hope) shown to one another, by
travellers who are descendants of those travellers (see how
the links thicken as we advance!), so one of Chaucer'’s
stories concerned a wonderful Magic Horse; and now, one of
the most wonderful of all such horses will be speeding my
readers and me together to all parts of the kingdom, with a
fire hitherto unknown to any horse whatsoever.

How would the great poet have been delighted to see the
creature!—and what would he not have said of it!

I say ‘creature,’ because though your fiery Locomotive
is a creation of man’s, as that of the poet was, yet as
the poet’s ‘wondrous Horse of Brass’ was formed out of
ideas furnished him by Nature, so, out of elements no less
furnished by Nature, and the first secrets of which are no
less amazing, has been formed this wonderful Magic Horse
of Iron and Steam, which, with wvitals of fire, clouds
literally flowing from its nostrils, and a bulk, a
rushing, and a panting like that of some huge antediluvian
wild beast, is now heard and seen in all parts of the
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country, and in most parts of civilized Europe, breaking
up the old grounds of alienation, and carrying with it the
seeds of universal brotherhood.

Verily, something even of another, but most grating
link, starts up out of that reflection upon the poet’s
miracle; for the hero who rode his horse of brass made war
with Russia; and we Englishmen, the creators of the Horse
of Iron, are warring with the despot of the same barbarous
country, pitting the indignant genius of civilization
against his ruffianly multitudes.

At Sarra, in the land of Tartarieg,
There dwelt a king that warriéd Russig,
Through which there died many a doughty man.

Many a doughty man, many a noble heart of captain and of
common soldier, has perished in this new war against the
old ignorance;—an ignorance, that by its sullen
persistence in rejecting the kindly advice of governments
brave and great enough to be peaceful, forced the very
enthusiasts of peace (myself among the number) into the
conviction, that out of hatred and loathing of war itself,
war must be made upon him...

(p. 5) Let me take this opportunity of recommending
such readers as are not yet acquainted with Chaucer, to
make up for their lost time. The advice is not to my
benefit, but it is greatly to theirs, and loyalty to him
forces me to speak. The poet’s ‘old English’ is no
difficulty, if they will but believe it. A little study
would soon make them understand it as easily as that of
most provincial dialects. Chaucer is the greatest
narrative poet in the language; that is to say, the
greatest and best teller of stories, in the understood
sense of that term. He is greatest in every respect, and
in the most opposite qualifications; greatest in pathos,
greatest in pleasantry, greatest in character, greatest
in plot, greatest even in versification, if the unsettled
state of the language in his time, and the want of all
native precursors in the art, be considered; for his
verse is anything but the rugged and formless thing it
has been supposed to be; and if Dryden surpassed him in
it, not only was the superiority owing to the master’s
help, but there were delicate and noble turns and
cadences in the old poet, which the poet of the age of
Charles the Second wanted spirituality enough to
appreciate.

There have been several Chaucers, and Helps to Chaucer,
published of late years. Mr. Moxon has printed his entire
works in one double-columned large octavo volume; Messrs.
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Routledge have published the ‘Canterbury Tales’ in a
smaller volume, with delicate illustrations by Mr.
Corbould, the best (as far as I am aware) that ever came
from his pencil; and there is a set of the poet’s works
now going through the press, more abundant than has yet
appeared in commentary and dissertation, in Robert Bell’s
“Annotated Edition of the English Poets,’'—the only
collection of the kind in the language, though it has so
long been a desideratum. Chaucer’s country disgraced
itself for upwards of a century by considering the Father
of its Poetry as nothing but an obsolete jester. Even
poets thought so, in consequence of a prevailing ignorance
of nine-tenths of his writings, originating in the gross
tastes of the age of Charles the Second. There are
passages, 1t is true, in Chaucer, which for the sake of
all parties, persons of thorough delicacy will never read
twice; for they were compliances with the licence of an
age, in which the court itself, his sphere, was as
clownish in some of its tastes as the unqualified admirers
of Swift and Prior are now; and the great poet lamented
that he had condescended to write them. But by far the
greatest portion of his works is full of delicacies of
every kind, of the noblest sentiment, of the purest, most
various, and most profound entertainment.

Postponing, however, what I have to say further on the
subject of Chaucer, it becomes, I am afraid, a little too
obviously proper, as well as more politic, to return, in
this Preface, to the book of the humblest of his
followers...

(p. 9) When I wrote the ‘Story of Rimini’ which was
between the years 1812 and 1815, I was studying
versification in the school of Dryden. Masterly as my
teacher was, I felt, without knowing it, that there was a
want in him, even in versification; and the supply of this
want, later in life, I found in his far greater master,
Chaucer; for though Dryden’s versification is noble,
beautiful, and so complete of its kind, that to an ear
uninstructed in the metre of the old poet, all comparison
between the two in this respect seems out of the question,
and even ludicrous, yet the measure in which Dryden wrote
not only originated, but attained to a considerable degree
of its beauty, in Chaucer; and the old poet’s immeasurable
superiority in sentiment and imagination, not only to
Dryden, but to all, up to a very late period, who have
written in the same form of verse, left him in possession
of beauties, even in versification, which it remains for
some future poet to amalgamate with Dryden’s in a manner
worthy of both, and so carry England’s noble heroic rhyme
to its pitch of perfection.
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Critics, and poets too, have greatly misconceived the
rank and requirements of this form of verse, who have
judged it from the smoothness and monotony which it died
of towards the close of the last century, and from which
nothing was thought necessary for its resuscitation but an
opposite unsystematic extreme. A doubt, indeed, of a very
curious and hitherto unsuspected, or at least unnoticed
nature, may be entertained by inquirers into the musical
portion of the art of poetry (for poetry is an art as well
as a gift); namely, whether, since the time of Dryden, any
poets whatsoever, up to the period above alluded to (and
very few indeed have done otherwise since then), thought
of versification as a thing necessary to be studied at
all, with the exceptions of Gray and Coleridge.

The case remains the same at present; but such assuredly
was not the case either with Dryden himself, or with any
of the greater poets before him, the scholarly ones in
particular, such as Spenser, Milton, and their father
Chaucer, who was as learned as any of them for the time in
which he lived, and well acquainted with metres, French,
Latin, and Italian.

Poets less reverent to their art, out of a notion that
the gift, in their instance, is of itself sufficient for
all its purposes, (which is much as if a musician should
think he could do without studying thorough-bass, or a
painter without studying drawing and colours,) trust to an
ear which is often not good enough to do justice to the
amount of gift which they really possess; and hence comes
a loss, for several generations together, of the whole
musical portion of poetry, to the destruction of its
beauty in tone and in movement, and the peril of much good
vitality in new writers. For proportions, like all other
good things, hold together; and he that is wanting in
musical feeling where music is required, is in danger of
being discordant and disproportionate in sentiment, of not
perceiving the difference between thoughts worthy and
unworthy of utterance. It is for this reason among others,
that he pours forth “crotchets” in abundance, not in
unison with his theme, and wanting in harmony with one
another.

There is sometimes a kind of vague and (to the
apprehension of the unmusical) senseless melody, which in
lyrical compositions, the song in particular, really
constitutes, in the genuine poetical sense of the
beautiful, what the scorner of it says it falsely and
foolishly constitutes—mnamely, a good half of its merit. It
answers to variety and expression of tone in a beautiful
voice, and to ‘air,’ grace, and freedom in the movements
of a charming person. The Italians, in their various terms
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for the beautiful, have a word for it precisely answering
to the first feeling one has in attempting to express it—
vago,—vague; something wandering, fluctuating,
undefinable, undetainable, moving hither and thither at
its own sweet will and pleasure, in accordance with what
it feels. It overdoes nothing and falls short of nothing;
for itself is nothing but the outward expression of an
inward grace. You perceive it in all genuine lyrical
compositions, of whatever degree, and indeed in all
compositions that sing or speak with true musical impulse,
in whatsoever measure, in the effusions of Burns, of Ben
Jonson, of Beaumont and Fletcher, of Allan Ramsay, of
Metastasio, of Coleridge; and again in those of Dryden, of
Spenser, of Chaucer, of Ariosto; in poems however long,
and in passages however seemingly unlyrical; for it is one
of the popular, and I am afraid, generally speaking,
critical mistakes, in regard to rhymed verse, that in
narrative and heroic poems there is nothing wanting to the
music, provided the line or the couplet be flowing, and
the general impression not rude or weak; whereas the best
couplet, however admirable in itself and worthy of
quotation, forms but one link in the chain of the music to
which it belongs. Poems of any length must consist of
whole strains of couplets, whole sections and successions
of them, brief or prolonged, all as distinct from one
another and complete in themselves, as the adagios and
andantes of symphonies and sonatas, each commencing in the
tone and obvious spirit of commencement, proceeding
through as great a variety of accents, stops, and pauses,
as the notes and phrases of any other musical composition,
and coming at an equally fit moment to a close.

Enough stress has never yet been laid on the analogies
between musical and poetical composition. All poetry used
formerly to be sung; and poets still speak of ‘singing’
what they write. Petrarch used to ‘try his sonnets on the
lute;’ that is to say, to examine them in their musical
relations, in order to see how they and musical
requirement went together; and a chapter of poetical
narrative is called to this day a canto, or chant. Every
distinct section or paragraph of a long poem ought to form
a separate, interwoven, and varied melody; and every very
short poem should, to a fine ear, be a still more obvious
melody of the same sort, in order that its brevity may
contain as much worth as is possible, and show that the
poet never forgets the reverence due to his art.

I have sometimes thought that if Chaucer could have
heard compositions like those of Coleridge’s ‘Christabel,’
he might have doubted whether theirs was not the best of
all modes and measures for reducing a narrative to its
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most poetic element, and so producing the gquintessence of
a story. And for stories not very long, not very
substantial in their adventures, and of a nature more
imaginary than credible, so they might be. But for
narrative poetry in general, for epic in particular, and
for stories of any kind that are deeply to affect us as
creatures of flesh and blood and human experience, there
is nothing for a sustained and serious interest comparable
with our old heroic measure, whether in blank verse or
rhyme, in couplet or in stanza. An epic poem written in
the ‘Christabel,’ or any other brief lyrical measure,
would acquire, in the course of perusal, a comparative
tone of levity, an air of too great an airiness. The
manner would turn to something like not being in earnest,
and the matter resemble a diet made all of essences. We
should miss piéces de resistance, and the homely, but
sacred pabulum of ‘our daily bread.’ You could as soon
fancy a guitar put in place of a church organ, as an
‘Iliad’ or ‘Paradise Lost’ written in that manner. You
would associate with it no tone of Scripture, nothing of
the religious solemnity which Chaucer has so justly been
said to impart to his pathetic stories. When poor
Griselda, repudiated by her husband, and about to return
to her father’s cottage, puts off the clothes which she
had worn as the consort of a great noble, she says,—

[Quotes ‘Clerk’s Tale’, ‘C.T.’', IV, 862-72.]

This quotation from the Bible would have been injured by a
shorter measure.

Griselda, in words most proper and affecting, but which
cannot so well be quoted, apart from the entire story,
goes on to say, that she must not deprive of every one of
its clothes the body which had been made sacred by
motherhood. She tells the father of her children, that it
is not fit she should be seen by the people in that
condition.

—'‘Wherefore I you pray,
Let me not like a worm go by the way.’

This is one of the most imploring and affecting lines that
ever were written. It is also most beautifully modulated,
though not at all after the fashion of the once all in all
‘smooth’ couplet. But the masterly accents throughout it,
particularly the emphasis on ‘worm,’ would have wanted
room, and could have made no such earnest appeal, in a
measure of less length and solemnity.

Irony itself gains by this measure. There is no sarcasm
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in ‘Hudibras’, exquisite as its sarcasm is, comparable
for energy of tone and manner with Dryden’s denunciation
(I do not say just denunciation) of every species of
priest...

(p. 19) I have dwelt more than is customary on this
musical portion of the subject of poetry, for two reasons:
first, because, as I have before intimated, it has a
greater connexion than is commonly thought, both with the
spiritual and with the substantial portions of the art;
and second, because, as I have asserted, and am prepared
to show, versification, or the various mode of uttering
that music, has been neglected among us to a degree which
is not a little remarkable, considering what an abundance
of poets this country has produced.

England, it is true, is not a musical country; at any
rate not yet, whatever its new trainers may do for it. But
it is a very poetical country, minus this requisite of
poetry; and it seems strange that the deficit should be
corporately, as well as nationally characteristic. It
might have been imagined, that superiority in the one
respect would have been accompanied by superiority in the
other;—that they who excelled the majority of their
countrymen in poetical perception, would have excelled
them in musical. Is the want the same as that which has
made us inferior to other great nations in the art of
painting? Are we geographically, commercially,
statistically, or how is it, that we are less gifted than
other nations with those perceptions of the pleasurable,
which qualify people to excel as painters and musicians?
It is observable, that our poetry, compared with that of
other countries, is deficient in animal spirits.

At all events, it is this ignorance of the necessity of
the whole round of the elements of poetry for the
production of a perfect poetical work, and the non-
perception, at the same time, of the two-fold fact, that
there is no such work in existence, and that the absence
of no single element of poetry hinders the other elements
from compounding a work truly poetical of its kind, which
at different periods of literature produce so many
defective and peremptory judgments respecting the
exclusive right of this or that species of poetry to be
called poetry. In Chaucer’s time, there were probably
Chaucerophilists who would see no poetry in any other
man’s writing. Sir Walter Raleigh, nevertheless, who, it
might be supposed, would have been an enthusiastic admirer
of the Knight’s and Squire’s Tales, openly said, that he
counted no English poetry of any value but that of
Spenser. In Cowley’s time, ‘thinking’ was held to be the
all in all of poetry: poems were to be crammed full of
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thoughts, otherwise intellectual activity was wanting; and
hence, nothing was considered poetry, in the highest sense
of the term, that did not resemble the metaphysics of
Cowley. His ‘language of the heart,’ which has survived
them, went comparatively for nothing. When the Puritans
brought sentiment into discredit, nothing was considered
comparable, in any species of poetry, with the noble music
and robust sensuous perception of Dryden. Admirable poet
as he was, he was thought then, and long afterwards, to be
far more admirable,—indeed, the sole

Great high-priest of all the Nine.

Then ‘sense’ became the all in all; and because Pope wrote
a great deal of exquisite sense, adorned with wit and
fancy, he was pronounced, and long considered, literally,
the greatest poet that England had seen. A healthy breeze
from the unsophisticate region of the 0ld English Ballads
suddenly roused the whole poetical elements into play,
restoring a sense of the combined requisites of
imagination, of passion, of simple speaking, of music, of
animal spirits, &c., not omitting, of course, the true
thinking which all sound feeling implies; and though, with
the prevailing grave tendency of the English muse, some
portions of these poetical requisites came more into play
than others, and none of our poets, either since or
before, have combined them all as Chaucer and Shakspeare
did, yet it would as ill become poets or critics to ignore
any one of them in favour of exclusive pretensions on the
part of any others, as it would to say, that all the
music, and animal spirits, and comprehensiveness might be
taken out of those two wonderful men, and they remain just
what they were.

To think that there can be no poetry, properly so
called, where there is anything ‘artificial,’ where there
are conventionalisms of style, where facts are simply
related without obviously imaginative treatment, or where
manner, for its own sake, is held to be a thing of any
account in its presentation of matter, is showing as
limited a state of critical perception as that of the
opposite conventional faction, who can see no poetry out
of the pale of received forms, classical associations, or
total subjections of spiritual to material treatment. It
is a case of imperfect sympathy on both sides;—of
incompetency to discern and enjoy in another what they
have no corresponding tendency to in themselves. It is
often a complexional case; perhaps always so, more or
less: for writers and critics, like all other human
creatures, are physically as well as morally disposed to
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be what they become. It is the entire man that writes and
thinks, and not merely the head. His leg has often as much
to do with it as his head;—the state of his calves, his
vitals, and his nerves.

There is a charming line in Chaucer:-

Uprose the sun, and uprose Emily.

Now here are two simple matters of fact, which happen to
occur simultaneously. The sun rises, and the lady rises
at the same time. Well, what is there in that, some
demanders of imaginative illustration will say? Nothing,
answers one, but an hyperbole. Nothing, says another, but
a conceit. It is a mere commonplace turn of gallantry,
says a third. On the contrary, it is the reverse of all
this. It is pure morning freshness, enthusiasm, and
music. Writers, no doubt, may repeat it till it becomes a
commonplace, but that is another matter. Its first sayer,
the great poet, sees the brightest of material creatures,
and the beautifulest of human creatures, rising at dawn
at the same time. He feels the impulse strong upon him to
do justice to the appearance of both; and with gladness
in his face, and music on his tongue, repeating the
accent on a repeated syllable, and dividing the rhythm
into two equal parts, in order to leave nothing undone to
show the merit on both sides, and the rapture of his
impartiality, he utters, for all time, his enchanting
record.

Now it requires animal spirits, or a thoroughly loving
nature, to enjoy that line completely; and yet, on looking
well into it, it will be found to contain (by implication)
simile, analogy, and, indeed, every other form of
imaginative expression, apart from that of direct
illustrative words; which, in such cases, may be called
needless commentary. The poet lets nature speak for
herself. He points to the two beautiful objects before us,
and is content with simply hailing them in their
combination.

In all cases where Nature should thus be left to speak
for herself (and they are neither mean nor few cases, but
many and great) the imaginative faculty, which some think
to be totally suspended at such times, is, on the
contrary, in full activity, keeping aloof all
irrelevancies and impertinence, and thus showing how well
it understands its great mistress. When Lady Macbeth says
she should have murdered Duncan herself,

Had he not resembled
Her father as he slept,
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she said neither more nor less than what a poor criminal
said long afterwards, and quite unaware of the passage,
when brought before a magistrate from a midnight scuffle
in a barge on the Thames;—'I should have killed him, if he
had not looked so like my father while he was sleeping.’
Shakspeare made poetry of the thought by putting it into
verse,—into modulation; but he would not touch it
otherwise. He reverenced Nature’s own simple, awful, and
sufficing suggestion too much, to add a syllable to it for
the purpose of showing off his subtle powers of
imaginative illustration. And with no want of due
reverence to Shakspeare be it said, that it is a pity he
did not act invariably with the like judgment;—that he
suffered thought to crowd upon thought, where the first
feeling was enough. So, what can possibly be imagined
simpler, finer, completer, less wanting anything beyond
itself, than the line in which poor old Lear, unable to
relieve himself with his own trembling fingers, asks the
byestander to open his waistcoat for him,—not forgetting,
in the midst of his anguish, to return him thanks for so
doing, like a gentleman:

Pray you undo this button.—Thank you, Sir.

The poet here presents us with two matters of fact, in
their simplest and apparently most prosaical form; yet,
when did ever passion or imagination speak more intensely?
and this, purely because he has let them alone?

There is another line in Chaucer, which seems to be
still plainer matter of fact, with no imagination in it
of any kind, apart from the simple necessity of imagining
the fact itself. It is in the story of the Tartar king,
which Milton wished to have had completed. The king has
been feasting, and is moving from the feast to a ball-
room:

Before him goeth the loud minstrelsy.

Now, what is there in this line (it might be asked) which
might not have been said in plain prose? which indeed is
not prose? The king is preceded by his musicians, playing
loudly. What is there in that?

Well, there is something even in that, if the prosers who
demand so much help to their perceptions could but see it.
But verse fetches it out and puts it in its proper state of
movement. The line itself, being a line of verse, and
therefore a musical movement, becomes processional, and
represents the royal train in action. The word ‘goeth,’
which a less imaginative writer would have rejected in
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favour of something which he took to be more spiritual and
uncommon, is the soul of the continuity of the movement. It
is put, accordingly, in its most emphatic place. And the
word ‘loud’ is suggestive at once of royal power, and of the
mute and dignified serenity, superior to that manifestation
of it, with which the king follows.

Before him goeth the loud minstrelsy.

Any reader who does not recognise the stately ‘go,’ and
altogether noble sufficingness of that line, may rest
assured that thousands of the beauties of poetry will
remain for ever undiscovered by him, let him be helped by
as many thoughts and images as he may.

So in a preceding passage where the same musicians are
mentioned.

And so befell, that after the third course,

While that this King sat thus in his nobley,—[nobleness]
Hearing his minstrallés their thingés play

Before him at his board deliciously,

In at the hallé-door all suddenly

There came a knight upon a steed of brass,

And in his hand a broad mirror of glass;

Upon his thumb he had of gold a ring,

And by his side a naked sword hanging,

And up he rideth to the highé board.—

In all the hallé n’as there spoke a word [was not]
For marvel of this knight.—Him to behold

Full busily they waited, young and old.

In some of these lines, what would otherwise be prose,
becomes, by the musical feeling, poetry. The king,
‘sitting in his nobleness,’ is an imaginative picture. The
word ‘deliciously’ is a venture of animal spirits, which,
in a modern writer, some critics would pronounce to be
affected, or too familiar; but the enjoyment, and even
incidental appropriateness and relish of it, will be
obvious to finer senses. And in the pause in the middle of
the last couplet but one, and that in the course of the
first line of its successor, examples were given by this
supposed unmusical old poet, of some of the highest
refinements of versification.

The secret of musical, as of all other feeling, lies in
the depths of the harmonious adjustments of our nature;
and a chord touched in any one of them, vibrates with the
rest. In the Queen’s beautiful letter to Mr. Sidney
Herbert, about the sufferers in the Crimea, the touching
words, ‘those poor noble wounded and sick men,’ would
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easily, and with perfectly poetical sufficiency, flow into
verse. Chaucer, with his old English dissyllable, poore,
(more piteous, because lingering in the sound,) would have
found in them a verse ready made to his hand—

Those poore noble wounded and sick men.

The passage is in fact just like one of his own verses,
sensitive, earnest, strong, simple, full of truth, full of
harmonious sympathy. Many a manly eye will it moisten;
many a poor soldier, thus acknowledged to be a ‘noble,’
will it pay for many a pang. What, if transferred to
verse, would it need from any other kind of imaginative
treatment? What, indeed, could it receive but injury? And
yet, to see what is said by the demanders, on every
possible poetical occasion, of perpetual commentating
thoughts and imaginative analogies, one must conclude that
they would pronounce it to be wholly unfit for poetry,
unless something very fine were added about ‘poor,’
something very fine about ‘noble,’ something very fine
about ‘wounded,’ and something very fine about ‘sick;’ a
process by which our sympathy with the suffering heroces
would come to nothing, in comparison with our astonishment
at the rhetoric of the eulogizers,—which, indeed, is a
‘consummation’ that writers of this description would seem
to desire.

Of all the definitions which have been given of poetry,
the best is that which pronounces it to be ‘geniality,
singing.’ I think, but am not sure, that it is Lamb’s;
perhaps it is Coleridge’s. I had not seen it, or, 1if I
had, had lost all recollection of it, when I wrote the
book called ‘Imagination and Fancy’; otherwise I would
have substituted it for the definition given in that book;
for it comprehends, by implication, all which is there
said respecting the different classes and degrees of
poetry, and excludes, at the same time, whatsoever does
not properly come within the limits of the thing defined.

Geniality, thus considered, is not to be understood in
its common limited acceptation of a warm and flowing
spirit of companionship. It includes that and every other
motive to poetic utterance; but it resumes its great
primal meaning of the power of productiveness; that power
from which the word Genius is derived, and which falls in
so completely with the meaning of the word Poet itself,
which is Maker. The poet makes, or produces, because he
has a desire to do so; and what he produces is found to be
worthy, in proportion as time shows a desire to retain it.
As all trees are trees, whatever be the different degrees
of their importance, so all poets are poets whose
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productions have a character of their own, and take root
in the ground of national acceptance. The poet sings,
because he is excited, and because whatsoever he does must
be moulded into a shape of beauty. If imagination
predominates in him, and it is of the true kind, and he
loves the exercise of it better than the fame, he stands a
chance of being a poet of the highest order, but not of
the only order. If fancy predominates, and the fancy is of
the true kind, he is no less a poet in kind, though
inferior in degree. If thought predominate, he is a
contemplative poet: if a variety of these faculties in
combination, he is various accordingly; less great,
perhaps, in each individually, owing to the divided
interest which he takes in the claim upon his attention;
but far greater, if equally great in all. Nevertheless, he
does not hinder his less accomplished brethren from being
poets. There is a talk of confining the appellation poet,
to the inspired poet. But who and what is the inspired
poet? Inspired means ‘breathed into;’ that is to say, by
some superior influence. But how is not Dryden breathed
into as well as Chaucer? Milton as well as Shakspeare? or
Pope as well as Milton? The flute, though out of all
comparison with the organ, is still an instrument
‘breathed into.’ The only question is, whether it is
breathed into finely, and so as to render it a flute
extraordinary; whether the player is a man of genius after
his kind, not to be mechanically made. You can no more
make a Burns than a Homer; no more the author of a ‘Rape
of the Lock’ than the author of ‘Paradise Lost.’ If you
could, you would have Burnses as plentiful as blackberries
and as many ‘Rapes of the Lock’ as books of mightier
pretension, that are for ever coming out and going into
oblivion. Meantime, the ‘Rape of the Lock’ remains, and
why? Because it is an inspired poem; a poem as truly
inspired by the genius of wit and fancy, as the gravest
and grandest that ever was written was inspired by passion
and imagination.

This is the secret of a great, national, book-reading
fact, the existence of which has long puzzled exclusives
in poetry; to wit, the never-failing demand in all
civilized countries for successive publications of bodies
of collected verse, called English or British Poets,
Italian Poets, French Poets, Spanish Poets, &c.—
collections which stand upon no ceremony whatever with
exclusive pre-dilections, but tend to include every thing
that has attained poetical repute, and are generally
considered to be what they ought to be in proportion as
they are copious. Poetasters are sometimes admitted for
poets; and poets are sometimes missed, because they have
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been taken for poetasters. But, upon the whole, the chance
of excess is preferred: and the preference is well
founded; for the whole system is founded on a judicious
instinct. Feelings are nature’s reasons; communities often
feel better than individuals reason; and they feel better
in this instance.

7. JAMES LORIMER, CHAUCER IS OUR GOETHE

1849

James Lorimer (1818-90), writer and professor, was
educated at the universities of Edinburgh, Berlin, Bonn,
and the academy of Geneva. He wrote many books on law and
political philosophy. He was appointed to the Chair of the
Law of Nature and of Nations at Edinburgh in 1865 and
advocated many admirable reforms. In this anonymous
contribution (identified in ‘The Wellesley Index of
Nineteenth Century Periodicals’) he gives a lengthy review
of editions of and books about Chaucer in ‘The North
British Review’, X (1849) and emphasises Chaucer’s
resemblances to later times, concluding with the novel but
valuable comparison with Goethe.

(p. 294) In order to deal with the utilitarian spirit
which perhaps not improperly influences the choice of the
many, in literature as in more vulgar matters, and to fix,
as it were, the marketable value of Chaucer, the first
question, as it seems to us, which we are bound at once to
ask and to answer, is—belongs he to the living or to the
dead; does he or does he not speak words of living
interest to living men; is he or is he not an integral
part of our existing civilisation?

The world is old enough to have seen many intellectual
as well as political revolutions, and there are eras which
boasted probably of no mean culture, irrevocably lost in
the darkness of time. They are past, dead even in their
effects—at least we can trace no influence which they
exercise over our present life. Mediately they may work,
as the civilisation of Egypt through that of Greece, and
it is nothing more than reasonable to suppose that by
unseen links the earliest and the latest efforts of
intelligence may be bound together; but the Pyramids teach
no audible lesson except that of the mutability of human
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affairs, and the vast Sphinx is as silent as the sand at
its base. These, for the present, we may not unfittingly
hand over to the investigations of the curious; for
although it were rashness to set limits to what learning
and industry may yet effect in these darker regions, the
popular reader may well be excused from intrusting himself
to the labyrinth, till the clew has been found by more
adventurous spirits.

But do the sayings and doings of Chaucer thus fall
beyond the pale of general interest; does his image thus
shrink into the shadowy past? Nothing can be more
erroneous than such a supposition, and indeed, so far is
his story from being strange and distant to us, that we
believe every one who investigates it for the first time
will feel astonished that it should have been possible for
any one, in the times of Cressy and of Poictiers, to lead
a life in all respects so nearly resembling that of an
accomplished and successful civilian at the present day.
It may make us think better of the liberality of our
ancestors also, when we find that among iron-coated
warriors and hooded monks, there was one who was neither a
soldier nor a priest who advanced himself to celebrity and
fortune, and during a long life under three monarchs
enjoyed both honour and wealth by dint of his intellectual
gifts and graces alone.

It is an extremely common error, both with vulgar
narrators and careless readers, to lay hold of the points
of dissimilarity between distant ages and those in which
they live, to the almost total exclusion of the often
much more important features of resemblance, and this
error it is which has so singularly estranged us from the
early history of our country. We are told, for instance,
that Chaucer lived before the invention of printing, in
times of the darkest Popish superstition, when men
believed in alchemy and astrology, wore armour, and
fought for the most part with bows and arrows; and we
immediately form to ourselves the picture of a barbarous
and benighted age, and of a gquaint and curious, but
ignorant and bigoted old man, with whom we of this
generation of light can have no species of sympathy or
fellowship. We forget, however, that by drawing the
picture a little nearer to us we should probably have
discovered many objects of far more interesting
contemplation in the features of resemblance which lie
hidden behind the few fantastic forms of unlikeness which
have attracted our eye in the foreground, and that in
short, our superficial glance has been resting upon the
rude and barren crags which jut up prominently in the
distance, instead of luxuriating in the fertile valleys
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and sunny fields, which a closer inspection would have
revealed to our view. Now, if we would approach the
father of our poetry in a spirit of erect and manly, but
of respectful inquiry—if we would set about investigating
his life and his writings, with the view of discovering
not wherein he, in common with every man in Europe of his
day, differed from the men of modern times, but wherein
he resembled us, not in the unchangeable features of
humanity alone, but in the peculiar characteristics of
race and of nation—if we would compare with our own the
manners and feelings of our own ancestors, as they move
before us in their domestic and familiar intercourse in
his graphic delineations, we should not only become
reconciled to the character of the poet himself, but we
should discover that he lived among a people possessing
in the highest degree those distinctive features, that
sharp and prominent nationality which distinguishes the
present inhabitants of England from every other people.
We should discover that same joyous and exuberant
reality, that hatred of ‘humbug’ which distinguishes us
now, existing alongside of those superstitious
observances which we rightly attribute to that distant
age, and exhibiting itself as it has ever since done in
England, in a tendency, on the part of all classes of the
people, to attack falsehood by the arms of argument and
ridicule, rather than by an ebullition of sudden
violence, which should peril the advantages of their
present position, to risk a positive good for a possible
better. We should meet, in the morning of our English
life, with that same spirit which now sneers in Punch and
wrestles in the Times, awake and busy with Pardoner, and
monk, and mendicant, and with all that then was vicious
and absurd, and we should perceive, moreover, that then,
as now, it was no spirit of indiscriminate destruction—
that though it was revolutionary in appearance, it was
conservative at heart, and that it consequently acted
with perfect consistency in permitting to stand, as we
know that it did for two centuries longer, a religious
system of the imperfections of which it was perfectly
conscious, but the uses of which it also recognised.

Much has been done in later times to approach us to our
ancestors, and the gulf which threatened to separate us
from them for ever, has been bridged over by the adoption
of a principle little regarded by the writers of history
of the last age. It has come to be perceived that the
importance of an historical fact is often by no means in
proportion to its apparent magnitude, and that the
trivial occurrences of domestic life, and the usages of
familiar intercourse, form very frequently a more
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accurate measure, both of the genius and culture of a
people, than their great public events. It was long
forgotten, that although trying situations may call forth
striking manifestations of individual or of national
peculiarities, it is in the peaceful and normal condition
alone that we can hope to analyze that infinitely complex
idea which corresponds to the character of a man or of an
age; and that it is only when we behold it at rest and
examine it in detail, that we can detect the individual
colours which compose the variegated web of human life.
In the hurry of a battle, or the confusion of a political
revolution, in the panic of a pestilence, or the
depression of a famine, men of all races, and in all
ages, must manifest many features of resemblance, for
this simple reason, that their actions are for the time
under the dominion of necessity, or at all events of a
few simple and overwhelming emotions; and to prove that
their conduct had been similar in such circumstances,
would be but to prove that they belonged to the common
family of mankind. If their courage or their
pusillanimity, their clemency or their cruelty, had been
very remarkable, we should then indeed have the broad and
general ideas that they were heroes or cowards, that they
were men of mercy or men of blood; but as to their
position on the intellectual or social scale, we should
still be utterly at sea, since a barbarian may be
generous, and poets and philosophers have been known who
were no heroes. So long as the conduct of an individual
is very powerfully influenced by the external
circumstances which surround him at the time, it forms
but a rude and general index to his character; and it is
only when his actions proceed from the unfettered
dictates of his reason or of his caprice, that its light
becomes a clear and trusty guide. If we had heard the
orders of Harold to his nobles, and known every
circumstance of his conduct, and even every thought which
passed through his mind during the battle of Hastings, we
might have judged perhaps of the talents of the General,
or even of the determination and energy of the man, but
we should have known less of the civilisation either of
him or of his age, than if we had conversed with him, as
he buckled on his spurs for the battle, or had played the
eves-dropper, when, in days of careless joy, he lingered
by the side of the swan-necked Edith. Of all the days of
Harold’s life, perhaps the least instructive in this
respect would have been that of the battle of Hastings.
Since the days of the learned and laborious Tyrwhitt,
and the loving and enthusiastic but injudicious Godwin,
numerous have been the attempts to bring us once again
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face to face with the father of our poetry. We have had
‘Chaucer Modernized,’ ‘Tales from Chaucer,’ ‘Riches of
Chaucer,’ ‘Selections from Chaucer,’ with notes and
illustrations and biographies without end, and to little
good end or purpose either, so far as we can judge. They
have failed one and all, for this good and simple reason,
that they satisfied the requirements of no class of
readers. Tiresome to the indolent for whom they were
intended, they in vain endeavoured to rival with them the
attractions of the slightest novel of the day; useless to
the vainglorious, for it was impossible to boast of such
an acquaintance with the poet as they conveyed, and to the
better class of readers, the learned and serious, not
holding out even the promise of satisfaction, they fell,
as might have been anticipated, nearly still-born from the
press. Possessing neither brilliancy nor depth, they came
within the category of that species of easy writing which,
according to Sheridan, is hard reading...

(Of his later life; pp. 310-11) For a short time he
seems to have had no other pension than that which he
derived from the Duke of Lancaster, and his wages as one
of the King’s Esquires. But on the 28th February 1394, he
again obtained a grant from the King of £20 for life; and
this fact, taken in connexion with the powerful
friendships which we know he possessed, and the very
recent period at which, as Clerk of the Works, he must
have been very well off, renders it, to our thinking,
rather a hasty conclusion on the part of his biographers,
that he must have been in great want of money, merely
because he seems, once or twice, to have anticipated his
pension at the Exchequer. The truth of the matter
probably is, that he made the Exchequer serve him in some
measure as a banker—that he treated his pension as an
account-current, upon which he drew as he found occasion
for his ordinary expenses; and this view we think is
confirmed by the fact, that he allowed it to lie after
the term of payment, nearly as often as he drew it in
advance. On the whole, we conceive that the attempt to
make Chaucer a martyr to the world’s forgetfulness of men
of genius, has not very well prospered in the hands of
his biographers; and we think it not unlikely, that the
phantom of poverty with which they have insisted on
marring his fortunes, may have been conjured up by that
which overshadowed their own. On this subject Sir Harris
Nicolas is quite as pathetic as Godwin; and the
similarity of his fate, which we have recently had
occasion to deplore, with that which so long pressed upon
the indiscreet but gifted author of Caleb Williams, may
not improbably have brought about this solitary
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coincidence. Nor are we at all shaken in our opinion on
this subject by Chaucer’s address ‘to his Emptie Purse,’
which has been relied on as an additional proof of his
poverty. It is manifestly a sportive production, written
for the purpose of bringing his claims for an increase to
his pensions in a light and graceful manner before the

young king, Henry IV,

the son of his patron, John of

Gaunt, and with whom, be it remembered, he was then
nearly connected by marriage, and in these circumstances

the expressions, ‘I am

sorrie now that ye be light,’ ‘be

heavy againe,’ &c., seem to us nothing more than what we
daily hear from persons in very easy circumstances. They
might be brought forward as a proof of his avarice, quite
as well as of his poverty. But if he was a needy, he

seems not to have been

an unsuccessful suitor, for we

know that within four days after Henry came to the
throne, and probably the very day that he received the

verses in question, he
the 15th of October of
time when his supposed
height, he obtained in
another grant of a tun

doubled the poet’s pension, and on
the preceding year, just at the
penury must have been at its
addition to his daily pitcher,

of wine every year during his

life, ‘in the port of London, from the King’s chief

butler or his deputy.’

If he had been so ‘rascally poor’

as his biographers would make him, one would think that
the pitcher daily ought to have been sufficient for his
consumption in the article of wine. That Chaucer was
extravagant, or at least that he possessed those

expensive tastes which

so frequently accompany

intellectual refinement, is extremely probable, and if
such were the case it is not unlikely that his purse was

occasionally ‘lighter’
habits; but we rejoice

than was consistent with his
to think that there is no reason

for quarrelling with the buxom age in which he lived, on
the score of his having been subjected to actual want,

and so far are we from

wishing to claim for him the

glories of pecuniary martyrdom, that we confess to
regarding with some degree of pleasure, the many
indications of wealth and comfort with which at every
stage of his 1life we find him surrounded. We remember
that Knox had ‘his pipe of Bordeaux in that old Edinburgh
house of his,’ and we remember also the flagon of
Einbecker beer, which the kind hands of Duke Erich
proffered to Doctor Martin Luther, on his exit from the
Saale at Worms, and the gratitude with which he drank it;
and neither the one nor the other of these hero-priests
is one whit the less heroic in our eyes from his hearty
enjoyment of the good things which Providence sent him.
We have every reason to believe that the father of our
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poets was considerably more fortunate in external
circumstances than either of the Reformers, and we have
no reason to doubt that his enjoyments were tempered with
the same kindly and pious spirit...

(p. 314) We have now concluded what we conceived it
needful to say of the external position of Chaucer, and of
his varied career, and it will probably be admitted that
we have in some measure fulfilled the promise with which
we commenced the recital. We have called from the
fourteenth century as a witness to its manners, one who
neither in his occupations, nor in his fortunes, differed
greatly from hundreds of the best class of Englishmen of
the present time, and whose story, in its external aspect,
might be told of many under the reign of Queen Victoria,
as well as under that of King Edward III. Are we to
conclude from this, that Chaucer was a solitary and
isolated character, plucked as it were by anticipation
from the realm of the future, and sent as a spectator for
our behoof into the halls of our ancestors? or are we to
accept him as a specimen of the man of his time, at the
expense of foregoing all our preconceived opinions with
reference to the character of the fourteenth century? On
either hypothesis we should be equally in error; solitary
and isolated he certainly was not, for with all that was
acted, and all that was thought, he was entwined; in his
life and in his character he was the expression of his
time; but neither was he an average specimen, for he was
its highest expression; we do not say that he was before
his time, for though the phrase is often used with
reference to those whose development surpasses that of
their contemporaries not in kind but in degree, we do not
think that it is rightly so used, and if there was any one
of that day to whom in its proper signification we might
apply it, it would be to Wycliffe, and not to Chaucer.
Chaucer did not anticipate the future, but he comprehended
the present, he was a ‘seer’ of what was—not of what was
to be. He was the ‘clear and conscious’ man of his time.
In his opinions there was nothing which others did not
feel, but what they felt unconsciously he thought and
expressed, and what to them was a vapour, to him was a
form. There was no antagonism between him and his age, and
hence the popularity which we know that he enjoyed. In
taking this view of the matter, it may be thought that we
give up all pretension on the part of our poet, to the
highest—the prophetic part of the poetic character. We
answer that we are not here to discuss the question, as to
whether the proper function of the poet is to express the
age in which he lives, or to shadow forth an age which is
to follow. We state the fact as we conceive it to be, and
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so important do we regard it in order to a just
appreciation of the character and influence of Chaucer,
that we shall take the liberty of illustrating it by
tracing it out as well as we may, first in his philosophy,
and then in his religion.

For this purpose it is not necessary that we should
speak at length of his metaphysical creed, for the
philosophy of Aristotle was still all-prevalent; and
there is abundant proof in many parts of his writings
that Chaucer, like the rest of the learned of his day,
was brought up at the feet of the Stagyrite, and that he
read it with the light which the Schoolmen afforded. It
is probable also that the study was a very favourite one
with him, that he ‘hadde unto logic long ygo,’ and that
in this, as in many other respects, he painted his own
character in that of the Clerk of Oxenford, when he
says, that

him was liever han at his bed’s head
A twenty bookes cloth’d in black or red
Of Aristotle and his philosophy
Than robés rich, or fiddle, or psaltry.

But there is no reason to think that in this department
Chaucer ever assumed a higher position than that of a
recipient. In none of his works that have come down to us
does he deal with the pure intelligence; and, indeed, from
his whole character, it is obvious that his interest in
the concrete was so intense as scarcely to admit of his
lingering long in the regions of metaphysical or logical
abstraction. The part of our nature with which he was
concerned, and upon which it was his vocation to act, was
precisely that which the logician excludes from his view;
as a poet, he had to deal with man not as he thinks
merely, but as he feels and acts—with his passions and
affections even more than with his intelligence, and hence
his devotion to ethical studies.

Of the manner in which he studied, and endeavoured to
elaborate this latter department of mental philosophy, we
are fortunately enabled to judge with considerable
precision. In early life he translated the celebrated work
of Boethius ‘De Consolatione Philosophiae;’ a book more
remarkable for its fortunes than even for its merits...

(p. 324) Chaucer’s language was therefore the language of
his time. Of all the errors into which Godwin and his school
have fallen, the most absurd is that of asserting that
Chaucer at the age of eighteen, when a student at Cambridge,
having maturely considered the prospects of his own future
celebrity, coolly set himself down to compose his ‘Court of
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Love’ in English, as the language which was most likely in
future to be that of his country, and in order to the proper
accomplishment of his task, that he vigorously applied
himself to purify and refine that hitherto barbarous tongue.
However it may tell for the glory of Chaucer, the truth of
the matter unquestionably is, that he took the language as
he found it, in its most modern form of course; for he was
in this as in other respects of the progressive party of his
day, and insensibly he contributed what one mind might do in
one generation towards its development. As to his merit in
preferring it to the Norman French, all that we have to say
is, that though it is highly probable that he knew that
language sufficiently to have used it for the purposes of
poetical composition if he had chosen, that fact is by no
means certain, and that he regarded it at all events in the
light of a foreign tongue, is clear on his own showing. ‘Let
then clerkes enditen in Latin, for they have the propertie
of science, and the knowing of that facultie; and lette
Frenchmen in their French also enditen their queint termes,
for it is kindely to their mouthes, and let us shewe our
fantasies in such wordes as we learneden of our dames
tongue.’

It were needless to occupy the small space which remains
to us by insisting further on this point. The theory of that
sorrowful interregnum between Anglo-Saxon and English, when
our ancestors are said to have spoken a chaotic and
Babylonish jargon, incapable of being turned to intellectual
uses, is now happily abandoned by all our scholars, and we
have the Anglo-Saxon, the semi-Saxon, the old, the middle,
and the modern English, each shading gradually and naturally
into the other. From the reign of Henry III up to Chaucer’s
time, we have a series of political and satirical songs and
poems in the vernacular tongue; and so far from the native
language having been prohibited by the earlier Norman kings,
we know that from the Conquest till the reign of Henry II,
it was invariably employed by them in their charters, when
it made way, not for French, but for Latin. We have thus at
last recovered the missing link, and we have now to thank
modern industry for the unbroken chain which binds together
our speech and that of our ancestors.

Our space does not permit us to dwell at any length on
the poetical merits of Chaucer, and, indeed, our intention
from the first has been to supply our readers with such
information as might induce them to peruse his works, rather
than to save them the trouble of perusal, by furnishing them
with opinions ready made. But a few observations before
parting, for the purpose of fixing, in some measure, the
rank that he is entitled to hold among our poets, we cannot
deny ourselves. We do not venture to equal him to the two
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greatest of them. With Milton, indeed, he can in nowise be
compared, for the difference in kind is so absolute as to
render it impossible to measure the degree; and by
Shakspeare he is unquestionably surpassed in his own walk.
The divine instinct of the Swan of Avon he did not possess,
and hence his characterization is broad and common as
compared with his. But here our admission of inferiority
must end. As a poet of character—and as such chiefly he must
be viewed, we believe him to come nearer to Shakspeare than
any other writer in our language. There is the same vigour
in all that he pourtrays, the same tone of health belongs to
it. When Carlyle said that Sir Walter Scott was the
healthiest man that ever was, he ought to have added, ‘after
Chaucer.’ We believe that no writer ever was so healthy as
Chaucer; and we dwell on this characteristic with the
greater pleasure that it seems to us a proof of the
thoroughly good constitution with which our English life
began. Even where he comes in contact with grossness and
immorality, they never seem to taint him, or to jaundice his
vision. They are ludicrous or hateful, and as such he
represents them freely and unshrinkingly; but there is no
morbid gloating over impurity, or lingering around vice.
There is nothing French about him, neither has he any
kindred with such writers as those of Charles the Second’s
time, or with the Swifts, and Sternes, and Byrons of later
days. He is not very scrupulous about words, but there is no
mistaking his opinion; and the question as to whether his
weight is to be thrown into the balance in behalf of virtue
or of vice is never doubtful. ‘If he is a coarse moralist,’
said Mr. Wordsworth, ‘he is still a great one.’

Chaucer is essentially the poet of man. Brought up from
the first among his fellows, and discharging to the last the
duties of a citizen, he wandered not,—nor wished to wander
in solitary places. His poetry is that of reality, and an
Elysium which he sought not in the clouds, he found
abundantly in human sympathies. We have spoken of his
cheerfulness, and the best description which we can give of
him, as he appears in his works, is, that in all respects he
is a cheerful, gregarious being, not ashamed to confess
himself satisfied with the world in which God has placed
him, and with those with whom he has seen fit to people it.
There is no affectation of taedium vitae about him; he does
not think himself too good for the world, not the world too
bad for him. Though there is much that he fain would mend,
he is still by no means disgusted with matters as they
stand, and gladly and thankfully extracts the sweets of a
present existence.

The masculine air of his delineations is what strikes us
most. His characters are large and strong, and stand out
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with an almost superfluous fulness of form, which often
reminds us of Rubens’ pictures; but he is more tender, he
has more feeling, and his gentler characters are touched
with exquisite delicacy. The ‘Chapeau de Paille’ will bear
no comparison with the tender Prioresse that ‘was cleped
Madame Eglantine,’ of whose womanly heart we have the
following picture:-

She was so charitable and so pitous
She wolde wepe if that she saw a mous
Caught in a trappe, if it were ded or bledde.

The Prioresse’s Tale is one of the happiest examples of
the pathetic, in which Chaucer was so great a master, and
there is a depth and earnestness of feeling about it, and
others of the class to which it belongs, which we should
scarcely expect in the writings of one usually so gay as
Chaucer. There is so much gentle grief which pervades
every part of it, that the reader is insensibly led into
the feelings of the poor widow who

Waileth al that night
After hire litel childe, and he came nought;

and if we compare it with the common version of the story
which appears in the Percy Reliques, under the title of
the ‘Jew’s Daughter,’ we shall see to how great an extent
it is indebted for its beauty to Chaucer’s genius. If any
one should doubt the versatility of Chaucer, and should be
tempted to regard him in the light of a mere humorist, let
him peruse the Prioresse’s Tale, and consider her
character along with those of Constance, the patient
Grisilde, and others of the same class in the serious
tales. In these touching delineations, the poet whom we
had known, the man of mirth, vanishes from our sight, and
in his place we have a character made up of the finest
sympathies, and regulated by sincere and humble piety.

Another characteristic of Chaucer as a poet, is his love
for external nature. His poems seem everywhere strewed with
flowers, and wherever we go we encounter the breezes of
spring. The image of ‘Freshe May’ is continually recurring,
the very word has a charm for him, and in the Shipman’s Tale
we find it used as a woman’s name. The description of Emilie
in the garden, in the commencement of the Knight’s Tale,
though probably familiar to many of our readers, is so
beautiful in itself, and so completely illustrates Chaucer’s
best style as a poet, that we shall insert it at length...

(p. 328) In many respects it seems to us that Chaucer
resembles Goethe more than any of the poets of our own
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country. He has the same mental completeness and
consequent versatility which distinguish the German; the
same love of reality; the same clearness and cheerfulness;
and, in seeming contradiction to this latter
characteristic, the same preference for grief over the
other passions, in his poetical delineations. In minor
respects, he also resembles him; and in one, not
unimportant, as marking a similarity of mental
organization, that, namely, of be-taking himself at the
close of a long life spent in literature and affairs, to
the study of the physical sciences, as if here alone the
mental craving for the positive could find satisfaction.

8. WILLIAM WATKISS LLOYD, CHAUCER’S IRONY

1856

Lloyd (1813-93), businessman and spare-time archaeologist,
classical and Shakespearian scholar, is one of the first
explicitly to emphasise Chaucer’s irony. He comments in
his Critical Essay on [Shakespeare’s] ‘Troilus and
Cressida’, in ‘Dramatic Works of Shakespeare’, ed. S.W.
Singer, 10 vols, Vol. VII, pp. 316-19 (reprinted in
‘Critical Essays’, 1875).

[0f Dares Phrygius’s ‘De Excidio Troiae’:] This, far more
than Homer, was the great authority in the middle ages for
the incidents of the Trojan war, and largely was it drawn
upon and liberally expanded in the wild and weedy
literature of the semi-barbarous centuries which we
perhaps fondly flatter ourselves we have escaped from. It
is very difficult to say how much of what is most at
variance with Homer in this story may not have been
derived from other Greek sources—so multifarious, so
everchanging—besides those that we can actually trace.
From Dares Phrygius descended with other streams, the
Troy-boke of Lydgate and the Destruction of Troy of
Caxton, both probably known to Shakespeare, and thus the
general circumstances of the war as well as many of the
particular are recognized as the same in the play before
us. Hence came the importance assigned to the Trojan
relationship of Ajax and that of Calchas, the valour of
Troilus as survivor and successor of Hector, the intrigue
of Achilles and Polyxena, and the origin of the Rape of
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Helen in retaliation for that of Hesione. The scene of
Hector arming notwithstanding the boding of his family,
follows the description of Dares Phrygius exactly.

Upon this stock which roots at least in classical times,
the love intrigue of Troilus and Cressida was a true
mediaeval graft; it was of course received by Shakespeare
from Chaucer, probably the next in succession to
Boccaccio, whose poem of Filostrato he follows as closely
as he liberally expands, for as to his professed authority
‘mine auctor Lollius,’ I find none who know anything of
him; he is indeed as mere a fiction as Bishop Turpin,
whose veracity was always appealed to by the minstrels of
the Paladins, when it suited them to give forth a palpable
invention as a fact...

Chaucer’s Troilus and Cressida, in five long books, is a
work remarkable for more than its length; it is
exceedingly full and diffuse, a mere modicum of incident
furnishes the simplest skeleton to the large bulk, yet
slowly as the story moves it is always moving, minute as
are its details they are ever touched with liveliness; and
archness and mock simplicity, irony most delicate in grain
is thrown over the whole, and gives a fanciful glow to
descriptions of otherwise literal nature. It is here we
recognize the inspiration of much of the texture and
treatment, thought not of the tone, of the Venus and
Adonis and the Rape of Lucrece, but Chaucer’s poem, I
confess, despite its length and thinner imaginative
colouring, is more readable, indeed is pleasantly and
easily to be read from beginning to end by those to whom
leisure and long summer days permit amusement not
impatient for its end.

The Cressida of Chaucer is the same dame as the heroine
of Shakespeare, though he spares to give her the terms
that she deserves. He leaves her words and actions to tell
for themselves, and they are consistent enough to assign
her true place and niche in the descending line of troth
and constancy and feminine reserve. The poet is plaintive
on his own ill-luck in a theme unfriendly to the feminine
audience he stands in awe of, he would willingly have told
a tale of Penelope or Alcestis, even offers a faint
defence and affects to retort pettishly on the men as
causers of all the mischief, soberly warning ‘every
gentilwoman’ to beware of deceivers just as he closes a
tale of female art and deception that should make the
whole sex blush and cry shame upon him.

Shakespeare, who has otherwise scarcely strengthened the
leading lines of the characters, alters one circumstance
in this direction, for his Cressid is not like Chaucer'’s,
a widow, and she thus loses an apology, fictitious though
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it be, from the latitude of allurement, the privilege of
the fair guild that wedded once is permitted censureless
in compliment to former nuptials to indicate by cabalism
of its own a not unwillingness to wed again.

Chaucer has been no more exempt than others from the hap
of having his irony taken for earnest, but a few stanzas
from the courtship of Diomed suffice to show that he
designed her coyness as enacted and artifice—direct
suggestion of the corresponding scene in the play...

There is some flatness perhaps in the last book both
of Chaucer and Boccaccio, from the falsehood of Cressida
being conveyed to Troilus at second-hand, by hearsay,
cold letters, and conclusively only by his love tokens
being captured with the equipments of Diomed.
Shakespeare relieved this by carrying him personally to
the Greek tents.

The actual conclusion of Chaucer’s poem is replete with
spirit generally in both conception and execution, but in
no point more so than in the compensation allotted to
Troilus, less it must be said for his merit, than for his
simplicity and suffering. It is after his troubles are
over with his life that he rises superior to the false
loves and poor passions and pride of a low world, and
beholds the better end of existence...

Troilus is the youngest of Priam’s numerous sons, and
the passion of which he is the victim is the bare
instinctive impulse of the teens, the form that first love
takes when crossed by an unworthy object, which might have
been that of Romeo had Rosalind not overstood her
opportunity. It is his age that explains how,
notwithstanding his high mental endowments, he is so
infatuated as to mistake the planned provocation of
Cressida’s coyness for stubborn chastity, and to allow
himself to be played with and in-flamed by her concerted
airs of surprise and confusion when at last they are
brought together. He is quite as dull in apprehending the
character of Pandarus, and complains of his tetchiness to
be wooed to woo, when in fact he is but holding off in the
very spirit of his niece and affecting reluctance in order
to excite solicitation. Boccaccio furnished some of the
lines of this characterization to Chaucer, but Chaucer
gave them great development in handing them down to
Shakespeare.
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9. JOHN RUSKIN, FIMESIS AND OTHER MATTERS

1856, 1865, 1870, 1873, 1876

John Ruskin (1819-1900), artist, art-critic, moralist,
social reformer, passionate Victorian sage and prophet,
was educated privately and at King’s College, London. In
his extremely popular, influential, voluminous, digressive
and varied writings he frequently refers to Chaucer,
usually to make incidental points. But the relation of
coarseness to idealism, the concept of the ‘national
mind’, the educative and purifying power of the
imagination, and the best way to manage both mental and
physical nourishment, are all topics which Chaucer’s
writings either illustrate or into which they are fitted,
in a stimulating and unusual way. Life and literature are

one. Extract (a) is from ‘The Harbours of England’ (1856)
(ed. E.T.Cook and A.D.O.Wedderburn, ‘Works’ (1902-12)
XIII, pp. 20-3); (b) from The Cestus of Aglaia, ‘Art
Journal’, N.S. IV (‘Works’ XIX, pp. 82-5); (c) ‘Lectures
on Art’ (1870), pp. 15-16; (d) ‘Fors Clavigera’ (1873),
Letter 34, pp. 8-9; (e) ‘Fors Clavigera’, (1876), Letter

61, pp. 21-2.

(a)

It is very interesting to note how repugnant every oceanic
idea appears to be to the whole nature of our principal
English mediaeval poet, Chaucer. Read first the Man of
Lawe’s Tale, in which the Lady Constance is continually
floated up and down the Mediterranean, and the German
Ocean, in a ship by herself; carried from Syria all the
way to Northumberland, and there wrecked upon the coast;
thence yet again driven up and down among the waves for
five years, she and her child; and yet, all this while,
Chaucer does not let fall a single word descriptive of the
sea, or express any emotion whatever about it, or about
the ship. He simply tells us the lady sailed here and was
wrecked there; but neither he nor his audience appear to
be capable of receiving any sensation, but one of simple
aversion, from waves, ships, or sands. Compare with his
absolutely apathetic recital, the description by a modern
poet of the sailing of a vessel, charged with the fate of
another Constance:
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It curled not Tweed alone, that breeze—
For far upon Northumbrian seas
It freshly blew, and strong;
Where from high Whitby’s cloistered pile,
Bound to St. Cuthbert’s holy isle,
It bore a bark along.
Upon the gale she stooped her side,
And bounded o’er the swelling tide
As she were dancing home.
The merry seamen laughed to see
Their gallent ship so lustily
Furrow the green sea foam. [‘Marmion’, ii. 1.]

Now just as Scott enjoys this sea breeze, so does Chaucer
the soft air of the woods; the moment the older poet lands,
he is himself again, his poverty of language in speaking of
the ship is not because he despises description, but because
he has nothing to describe. Hear him upon the ground in
Spring:

These woodes else recoveren greene,
That drie in winter ben to sene,

[Quotes ‘Romaunt’, pp. 57-70.]

In like manner, wherever throughout his poems we find
Chaucer enthusiastic, it is on a sunny day in the ‘good
greenwood, ’ but the slightest approach to the seashore makes
him shiver; and his antipathy finds at last positive
expression, and becomes the principal foundation of the
Frankeleine’s Tale, in which a lady, waiting for her
husband’s return in a castle by the sea, behaves and
expresses herself as follows:-

Another time wold she sit and thinke,
And cast her eyen dounward fro the brinke;
But whan she saw the grisly rockes blake,
For veray fere so wold hire herte quake
That on hire feet she might hire not sustene
Than wold she sit adoun upon the grene,
And pitously into the sea behold,
And say right thus, with careful signes cold.
‘Eterne God, that thurgh thy purveance
Ledest this world by certain governance,
In idel, as men sein, ye nothing make.
But, lord, thise grisly fendly rockes blake,
That semen rather a foule confusion
Of werk, than any faire creation
Of swiche a parfit wise God and stable,
Why han ye wrought this werk unresonable?’
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The desire to have the rocks out of her way is indeed
severely punished in the sequel of the tale; but it is not
the less characteristic of the age, and well worth
meditating upon, in comparison with the feelings of an
unsophisticated modern French or English girl among the
black rocks of Dieppe or Ramsgate.

On the other hand, much might be said about that
peculiar love of green fields and birds in the Middle
Ages; and of all with which it is connected, purity and
health in manners and heart, as opposed to the too
frequent condition of the modern mind—

As for the birds in the thicket,
Thrush or ousel in leafy niche,
Linnet or finch—she was far too rich
To care for a morning concert to which
She was welcome, without a ticket. (Thomas Hood)

But this would lead us far afield, and the main fact I
have to point out to the reader is the transition of human
grace and strength from the exercises of the land to those
of the sea in the course of the last three centuries.

Down to Elizabeth’s time chivalry lasted; and grace of
dress and mien, and all else that was connected with
chivalry. Then came the ages which, when they have taken
their due place in the depths of the past, will be, by a
wise and clear-sighted futurity, perhaps well comprehended
under a common name, as the ages of Starch...

(b)

Dame Paciencé sitting there I fonde,
With face pale, upon an hill of sonde.

As I try to summon this vision of Chaucer’s into
definiteness, and as it fades before me, and reappears,
like the image of Piccarda in the moon, there mingles with
it another;—the image of an Italian child, lying, she
also, upon a hill of sand, by Eridanus’ side; a vision
which has never quite left me since I saw it. A girl of
ten or twelve, it might be; one of the children to whom
there has never been any other lesson taught than that of
patience:—patience of famine and thirst; patience of heat
and cold; patience of fierce word and sullen blow;
patience of changeless fate and giftless time. She was
lying with her arms thrown back over her head, all languid
and lax, on an earth-heap by the river side (the softness
of the dust being the only softness she had ever known),
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in the southern suburb of Turin, one golden afternoon in
August, years ago...

But it is provoking to me that the image of this child
mingles itself now with Chaucer’s; for I should like truly
to know what Chaucer means by his sand-hill. Not but that
this is just one of those enigmatical pieces of teaching
which we have made up our minds not to be troubled with,
since it may evidently mean just what we like. Sometimes I
would fain have it to mean the ghostly sand of the
horologe of the world: and I think that the pale figure is
seated on the recording heap, which rises slowly, and ebbs
in giddiness, and flows again, and rises, tottering; and
still she sees, falling beside her, the never-ending
stream of phantom sand. Sometimes I like to think that she
is seated on the sand because she is herself the Spirit of
Staying, and victor over all things that pass and change;—
quicksand of the desert in moving pillar; quicksand of the
sea in moving floor; roofless all, and unabiding, but she
abiding;—to herself, her home. And sometimes I think,
though I do not like to think (neither did Chaucer mean
this, for he always meant the lovely thing first, not the
low one), that she is seated on her sand-heap as the only
treasure to be gained by human toil; and that the little
ant-hill, where the best of us creep to and fro, bears to
angelic eyes, in the patientest gathering of its
galleries, only the aspect of a little heap of dust; while
for the worst of us, the heap, still lower by the
levelling of those winged surveyors, is high enough,
nevertheless, to overhang, and at last to close in
judgment, on the seventh day, over the journeys to the
fortunate Islands; while to their dying eyes, through the
mirage, ‘the city sparkles like a grain of salt.’

But of course it does not in the least matter what it
means. All that matters specially to us in Chaucer’s
vision, 1s that, next to Patience (as the reader will
find by looking at the context in the ‘Assembly of
Foules’), were ‘Beheste’ and ‘Art’;—Promise, that is, and
Art: and that, although these visionary powers are here
waiting only in one of the outer courts of Love, and the
intended patience is here only the long-suffering of
love; and the intended beheste, its promise; and the
intended art, its cunning,—the same powers companion each
other necessarily in the courts and ante-chambers of
every triumphal home of man.

(c)

[0Of limitations in English artists] Secondly—and this is
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an incapacity of a graver kind, yet having its own good in
it also—we [the English] shall never be successful in the
highest fields of ideal or theological art. For there is
one strange, but quite essential character in us: ever
since the Conquest, if not earlier:—a delight in the forms
of burlesque which are connected in some degree with the
foulness of evil. I think the most perfect type of a true
English mind in its best possible temper, is that of
Chaucer; and you will find that, while it is for the most
part full of things of beauty, pure and wild like that of
an April morning, there are even in the midst of this
sometimes momentarily jesting passages which stoop to play
with evil-while the power of listening to and enjoying the
jesting of entirely gross persons, whatever the feeling
may be which permits it, afterwards degenerates into forms
of humour which render some of quite the greatest, wisest,
and most moral of English writers now almost useless for
our youth. And yet you find that whenever Englishmen are
wholly without this instinct, their genius is
comparatively weak and restricted.

(d)

The imaginative power always purifies; the want of it
therefore as essentially defiles; and as the wit-power is
apt to develope itself through absence of imagination, it
seems as if wit itself had a defiling tendency. In
Pindar, Homer, Virgil, Dante, and Scott, the colossal
powers of imagination result in absolute virginal purity
of thought. The defect of imagination and the splendid
rational power in Pope and Horace associate themselves—it
is difficult to say in what decided measures—with
foulness of thought. The Candide of Voltaire, in its
gratuitous filth, its acute reasoning, and its entire
vacuity of imagination, is a standard of what may perhaps
be generally and fitly termed ‘fimetic literature,’ still
capable, by its wit, and partial truth, of a certain
service in its way. But lower forms of modern literature
and art—Gustave Doré’s paintings, for instance,—are the
corruption, in national decrepitude, of this pessimist
method of thought; and of these, the final condemnation
is true—they are neither fit for the land, nor yet for
the dunghill.

It is one of the most curious problems respecting mental
government to determine how far this fimetic taint must
necessarily affect intellects in which the reasoning and
imaginative powers are equally balanced, and both of them
at high level,—as in Aristophanes, Shakespeare, Chaucer,
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Moliére, Cervantes, and Fielding; but it always indicates
the side of character which is unsympathetic, and
therefore unkind; (thus Shakespeare makes Iago the foulest
in thought, as cruelest in design, of all his villains,)
but which, in men of noble nature, is their safeguard
against weak enthusiasms and ideals. It is impossible,
however, that the highest conditions of tenderness in
affectionate conception can be reached except by the
absolutely virginal intellect. Shakespeare and Chaucer
throw off, at noble work, the lower part of their natures
as they would a rough dress; and you may also notice this,
that the power of conceiving personal, as opposed to
general, character, depends on this purity of heart and
sentiment. The men who cannot quit themselves of the
impure taint, never invent character, properly so called;
they only invent symbols of common humanity.

(e)

And for the standard theological writings which are
ultimately to be the foundation of this body of secular
literature, [the projected St George’s library] I have
chosen seven authors, whose lives and works, so far as the
one can be traced or the other certified, shall be, with
the best help I can obtain from the good scholars of
Oxford, prepared one by one in perfect editions for the
St. George’s schools. These seven books will contain, in
as many volumes as may be needful, the lives and writings
of the men who have taught the purest theological truth
hitherto known to the Jews, Greeks, Latins, Italians, and
English; namely, Moses, David, Hesiod, Virgil, Dante,
Chaucer, and, for seventh, summing the whole with vision
of judgment, St. John the Divine.

The Hesiod I purpose, if my life is spared, to translate
myself (into prose), and to give in complete form. Of
Virgil I shall only take the two first Georgics, and the
sixth book of the Aeneid, but with the Douglas
translation; adding the two first books of Livy, for
completion of the image of Roman life. Of Chaucer, I take
the authentic poems, except the Canterbury Tales; together
with, be they authentic or not, the Dream, and the
fragment of the translation of the Romance of the Rose,
adding some French chivalrous literature of the same date.
I shall so order this work, that, in such measure as it
may be possible to me, it shall be in a constantly
progressive relation to the granted years of my life. The
plan of it I give now, and will explain in full detail,
that my scholars may carry it out, if I cannot.



108 Chaucer: The Critical Heritage vol.2

And now let my general readers observe, finally, about
all reading,—You must read, for the nourishment of your
mind, precisely under the moral laws which regulate your
eating for the nourishment of the body. That is to say,
you must not eat for the pleasure of eating, nor read for
the pleasure of reading. But, if you manage yourself
rightly, you will intensely enjoy your dinner, and your
book. If you have any sense, you can easily follow out
this analogy: I have not time at present to do it for you;
only be sure it holds, to the minutest particular, with
this difference only, that the vices and virtues of
reading are more harmful on the one side, and higher on
the other, as the soul is more precious than the body.
Gluttonous reading is a worse vice than gluttonous eating;
filthy and foul reading, a much more loathsome habit than
filthy eating. Epicurism in books is much more difficult
of attainment than epicurism in meat, but plain and
virtuous feeding the most entirely pleasurable.

And now, one step of farther thought will enable you to
settle a great many questions with one answer.

As you may neither eat, nor read, for the pleasure of
eating or reading, so you may do nothing else for the
pleasure of it, but for the use. The moral difference
between a man and a beast is, that the one acts primarily
for use, the other for pleasure. And all acting for
pleasure before use, or instead of use, is, in one word,
‘Fornication.’

10. WALTER BAGEHOT, A HEALTHY SAGACIOUS MAN OF THE WORLD
WITH A SYMMETRICAL MIND

1858

Bagehot (1826-77), educated at London University, was a
financial and constitutional authority, banker, editor and
a wide-ranging literary journalist. He makes an original
and characteristic formulation of some accepted qualities
of Chaucer. The extract is from the essay on Charles
Dickens, first printed in ‘The National Review’, October
1858, reprinted from ‘Literary Studies,’ ed. R.H.Hutton
(1895), pp. 188-9.
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Possibly it may be laid down that one of two elements is
essential to a symmetrical mind. It is evident that such
mind must either apply itself to that which is theoretical
or that which is practical, to the world of abstraction or
to the world of objects and realities. In the former case
the deductive understanding, which masters first
principles, and makes deductions from them, the thin ether
of the intellect,—the ‘mind itself by itself,’—must
evidently assume a great prominence. To attempt to
comprehend principles without it, is to try to swim
without arms, or to fly without wings. Accordingly, in the
mind of Plato, and in others like him, the abstract and
deducing understanding fills a great place; the
imagination seems a kind of eye to descry its data; the
artistic instinct an arranging impulse, which sets in
order its inferences and conclusions. On the other hand,
if a symmetrical mind busy itself with the active side of
human life, with the world of concrete men and real
things, its principal quality will be a practical
sagacity, which forms with ease a distinct view and just
appreciation of all the mingled objects that the world
presents,—which allots to each its own place, and its
intrinsic and appropriate rank. Possibly no mind gives
such an idea of this sort of symmetry as Chaucer’s. Every
thing in it seems in its place. A healthy sagacious man of
the world has gone through the world; he loves it, and
knows it; he dwells on it with a fond appreciation; every
object of the old life of ‘merry England’ seems to fall
into its precise niche in his ordered and symmetrical
comprehension. The ‘Prologue to the Canterbury Tales’ is
in itself a series of memorial tablets to mediaeval
society; each class has its tomb, and each its apt
inscription. A man without such an apprehensive and broad
sagacity must fail in every extensive delineation of
various life; he might attempt to describe what he did not
penetrate, or if by a rare discretion he avoided that
mistake, his works would want the binding element; he
would be deficient in that distinct sense of relation and
combination which is necessary for the depiction of the
whole of life, which gives to it unity at first, and
imparts to it a mass in the memory ever afterwards. And
eminence in one or other of these marking faculties,—
either in the deductive abstract intellect, or the
practical seeing sagacity,—seems essential to the mental
constitution of a symmetrical genius, at least in man.
There are, after all, but two principal all-important
spheres in human life—thought and action; and we can
hardly conceive of a masculine mind symmetrically
developed, which did not evince its symmetry by an evident
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perfection in one or other of those pursuits, which did
not leave the trace of its distinct reflection upon the
one, or of its large insight upon the other of them.
Possibly it may be thought that in the sphere of pure art
there may be room for a symmetrical development different
from these; but it will perhaps be found, on examination
of such cases, either that under peculiar and appropriate
disguises one of these great qualities is present, or that
the apparent symmetry is the narrow perfection of a
limited nature, which may be most excellent in itself, as
in the stricter form of sacred art, but which, as we
explained, is quite opposed to that broad perfection of
the thinking being, to which we have applied the name of
the symmetry of genius.

If this classification of men of genius be admitted,
there can be no hesitation in assigning to Mr. Dickens his
place in it. His genius is essentially irregular and un-
symmetrical.

11. UNKNOWN, STORY, SITUATION AND BEAUTY

1859

A perceptive, if prolix, unknown reviewer in ‘The London
Review’ (later ‘The London Quarterly Review’) XII (1859),
pp. 285ff. comments on the essentially narrative base of
any widely accepted literary art; on the importance of
situation (as opposed to individualised character) in
Chaucer’s poetry; on the importance of knowledge and the
love of things known, and of beauty in medieval
literature.

(p. 290) Thus year by year was his song poured forth,
sweet and full beyond the compass of all other men. He
sang of human life in all its varieties; he never wrote a
line but with the fullest power, most abundant mastery,
and completest extrication of his subject from all
entanglements, his touch being as firm as granite and soft
as marble. He never failed to say at once whatever he
wished. In the abundance and joy of his genius he
sometimes transgressed against the laws of delicacy, but
never against the truth of human nature, to which he was
always faithful and kind. For many long years he seems to
have made a religion of his art. Then came the change,
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which must come to all such, since it came to him; the
cold wind of doubt in art—doubt whether art is religion
after all—sweeps, like breath, across that wondrous soul,
and at the end of his ‘Canterbury Tales’ he writes thus in
penitence, proposing to himself retractation:-

[Quotes the Retracciouns at the end of ‘'The Canterbury
Tales’ in full.]

(p. 292) All that is peculiar, all that seems now so
distant and unattainable, in the poetry of Chaucer, arises
from the one great typical fact, that it is always nothing
more nor less than the telling of a story. It is this in
whatever form it occurs, as well that of the small
didactic verses, then called Ballads, of which the verses
just given afford a specimen, as in that of the professed
tale or legend, of which the major part of his works
consists. The people of that age were fond of hearing
things; they wanted all kinds of things to be told to
them, and were always intensely struck with what was told.
There was no art of method or settled rules, in accordance
with which things were habitually accepted or rejected.
Everything was believed intensely, and everything to their
minds took the form of a story. A sermon to them was a
tale about their moral nature; and impersonation was a
truth; and a poet was well termed a clerke or cleric. The
inspiration of the poet was a thing believed in with
reality and seriousness, and his words were accepted as
oracles and discoveries of truth.

Many indications are to be met with in Chaucer of this
kind of feeling. We must conceive of the people of the
Middle Ages as children in their love of stories, and in
their adoration of those who could tell them. Books then,
of course, were very scarce, and the reading of a new book
would be a real epoch in a person’s life. In every case to
read a book was to read a tale,—to become acquainted with
something both new and strange, whatever it might Dbe.
Hence originated a poetical complexion or turn, which
everything seems to have assumed, and the passionate
cultivation of poetry by all classes. It seems incredible
to us, but it was undoubtedly the case, that in the Middle
Ages poetry formed the chief delight of the people. A
nation that read poetry deliberately, seriously, and
constantly, with actual delight in it, actually living in
it, is a spectacle so strange that our minds, so long used
to the antipoetical and often base and abject things in
which people have grown accustomed to delight themselves,
refuse to credit it, and regard it rather as a theory of
what should be. Yet proofs of this prevailing love of
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poetry may be found abundantly in Chaucer, whose poems
always represent the characteristics of his own age...

(p. 293) This habit—so memorable both in the age and the
poet—of regarding everything as a story, of looking at
everything in a poetical light, is the key to the peculiar
character of Chaucer’s poetry; it is to be regarded as the
reason of all that strangely true, strangely simple,
strangely sweet, life that is in him. It was a habit which
turned everything that came to his notice into an aliment
of poetry; insomuch that the comparatively dry and
lifeless fables of classical mythology take new form and
beauty from his hand, and the sayings of the philosophers
are quaintly intermingled with the talk of knights and
lovers. It rendered him entirely careless of fame, and
thus gave him his envied simplicity. He is really anxious
to do nothing except tell a good story. He cares not at
all for the praise of originality or invention—probably
the meaning of such terms in criticism would have been
unknown to him: he cares for nothing but his story. Hence
he is quite content to become a translator, if he has seen
a good story in a foreign tongue; and his Troilus and
Cresseyde, the most perfect love-poem in the language, is
in great part a translation from the ‘Filostrato’ of
Boccaccio; whilst his obligations to the ancients, to Ovid
(or rather Ovid’s to him) in especial, are absolutely
innumerable. He cared not what material he found to his
hand, all was freely welcomed, used, transformed, and
ennobled.

This Chaucer had in common with his age—and in common
with all great periods—a tendency to rest content with the
stories and legends already in the world, without taxing
the invention in the way of digging out fresh ones. It was
so with the cyclic poets of Greece, it was so with the
poets of Rome from Virgil to Statius, it was so with the
romances of the Middle Ages. It is singular to reflect
that in the ages which have most loved poetry so few new
stories were invented; while in our own age, which
emphatically does not love poetry, so many new stories are
invented. The new characters, new catastrophes, new
situations, which have been invented in the present
generation, would suffice to supply all the great poets of
the world with a lifetime of reproduction. And yet the
present age is not poetical. It is not so, because there
must, it would seem, be a common ground-work of legend—a
cycle—upon which to go; just as, if men are to be
religious, they must consent in a certain rudimental
creed. There must be an acknowledgment of certain things
as delightful, as interesting, as containing in themselves
what is necessary, in order that poetry—or the narrating
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of them—should evolve, and that we may make the true
progress of a return to the art of our forefathers. We
have the same sort of need of a poetical creed that we
have of a religious. We should not be for ever to seek for
our first principles. At present almost every new poem
that appears is an experiment in a new direction. We lose
ourselves and the finest part of us in morbid straining
after effects and novelties; we become spasmodic, and are
deservedly laughed at; we become self-conscious, and are
deservedly mistrusted. We are children no longer, we
delight not any more in twice-told, nay, hundred-times
told, tales. As in the lost art of architecture, so justly
deplored by Mr. Ruskin, so it is in the art of poetry. Our
poets are at a loss what style they shall write in:—shall
the objective or the reflective predominate? shall they
this time be pure or naturalistic? As if there were in
reality more than one style possible,—the story-telling
style, that is, the style of saying what you have to say,
in as natural, straightforward, workman-like, and simple a
manner as possible. There is in this age no lack of power;
but there is a fearful want of direction: we have all the
eclectic scepticism without much of the eclectic instinct.
It is a common cry among those who perceive something to
be wrong with us, without knowing what it may be, that we
are deficient in originality. We are, on the contrary,
painfully, agonizingly original. We are original in
deserting what has been the way of the world since the
siege of Troy. More original directions have been opened
out in the last fifty years than ever before. If the
poetically disposed amongst us, who consume themselves in
producing the modern novel (O name well chosen!) would
either relapse into silence, or spend their genius
legitimately in the only true poetical way, then we might
hope that poetry would resume her throne in the hearts of
men, noble, temperate, majestic, like the influence of one
who is both a lady and a Queen.

Chaucer’s poetry, then, like all the greatest poetry,
may be called that of situation. Chivalry supplied him
with what we may call an atmosphere,—a measure of poetical
sympathy passing current in the world,—to which he could
at once address himself; and the world’s old heritage of
legend he found sufficient for his own wants, without the
necessity of taxing his invention to make new ones. Did he
wish to sing of true heroic love? What type of it could be
found to surpass the Trojan Troilus? Or of the truth of
woman? How could he hope to invent names and stories that
recalled this with the same variety and power of association
as those nine of Greece and of Ovid, who reappear in the
‘Legende of Good Women’? The old world-histories of love and
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war have reappeared in every age, dressed in its own
fashion. So they would in ours, if we had but something
better to put them in than a suit of our modern tailoring.

These things, then, concerning the age of Chaucer, and
what he got from it, are carefully to be gathered up, and
put into contrast with the tenor of the present age. We
pause for an instant to exhibit even more fully the
conrast irresistibly forced upon us by the subject,
between the age of Chaucer and our own. The difference, we
repeat, is not in power: for the present age is as full of
power as any previous. But every thinker upon the
enormously important subject of the state of art will at
once admit the truth, that an indefinable difference does
exist, and that our forefathers, with a tythe of our
knowledge and experience, effected in art what lies beyond
our power. The preceding observations will have thrown
some light upon what the age of Chaucer possessed which we
have lost, viz., a common poetical atmosphere, a common
love of poetry, and desire to be instructed in a true way,
that is, to be told of things by poets, and a common
consent in the sort of thing that was to be looked for at
their hands. It remains to ingquire into the cause of this
strange, sad change, which has passed like a blight upon
the love and interest which all men ought to feel
concerning poetry, and has displaced the poet from the
high eminence which no other is fitted to hold.

How are we to explain what we mean? The difference
between a poetical and an unpoetical age is the difference
there was between Heathcliff, when he was preparing the
way for his great revenge, and Heathcliff, when, all
things being ready now, he found that he no longer cared
to drive down the long-impending blow. It amounts, in one
word, to loss of enjoyment. It is the difference between
acquisition and possession, between process and result. To
our forefathers every old thing was really a new thing:
every new thing is an old thing to us. Our forefathers
delighted in processes, in the realizing of what was told
them: we, on the contrary, rest content with the
acceptance of results, which we do not for the most part
realize. Hence, whatever knowledge was in the hands of a
man of the old time, was his real possession and delight,
thoroughly impressed upon him, and a part of what he
himself was; not half-forgotten, little cared for. And if
he chose to impart it to another, he was listened to,
delighted in, and respected. For example, logic was
believed in, and the logical forms had a real significance
in the olden time: there is a good deal of logic—formal
dialectical reasoning—in Chaucer. We now know more of
logic than was known in Chaucer’s time; but we know it
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rather as a science than a process; we fancy we know its
actual value in relation to other sciences, rather than
attach an unknown value to its actual contents; our
delight in logical processes has ceased; their power over
us is gone.

Now this seems to lead to an explanation of those wants
which we all deplore in our age and in ourselves. A
perception of these wants lies at the bottom of the common
and erroneous saying, that poetry flourishes better in a
barbarous than a civilized age. This is not true, but
there is a truth in it. The two requisites in a great
poetical age are—knowledge, and the love of things known.
The actual amount of knowledge is immaterial, and so
likewise is its nature, in itself; but that there should
be knowledge, more or less scientifically recorded, is
essential; and that whatever is known should be loved and
cared for, is co-essential. In a great poetical age all
objects of knowledge are equally objects of love, and
therefore equally objects of poetry. And the great poem is
no mere puristic abstraction; but takes hold of the whole
of human life with the widest grasp, its plan being to
embrace all—'The Canterbury Tales’ are our present
instance—with the arm of its love, to recreate all with
the arm of its power. Yet it must and does happen that the
relation between knowledge and the love of the things
known becomes in the course of time disturbed. Knowledge
increases and opens wider the eyes to see; things known
become too numerous, and the heart is not opened to
receive: and exactly as this is the case, so does the
poetical capacity recede and disappear. Knowledge, in its
progress, begets a knowledge of the value of things; and
exactly as things begin to be compared with one another,
whether the standard of value be true or false, so do they
lose the love that once environed them with the poetical.
This might be expressed as tersely and exactly as an
algebraic formula. When this is the case, we have soon a
general unsettlement, attended with continual
readjustments of the standards of value, and occasionally
a total perversion of them. We are now speaking strictly
of the influence of the age upon the poet, in what it puts
before him, independently of individual genius. He finds
himself compelled to accept and reject, to a very
considerable extent, in deference to other men; the
objects of his knowledge cease to be all things,—whatever
God presents,—and are confided to what the fashion of men
approves. Then follows his own struggle to regain a state
from which he feels that he has fallen, and which his
predecessors enjoyed: and so originate those peculiarly
modern phases of mind, unnatural purism, the plaintive
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feeling of regret with which past ages are regarded, the
despicable spirit of romance, the desperate efforts to
create an atmosphere in which poetry is possible. This is
an extreme picture, and is meant for one. It is the
foundation—yea, so sadly rotten—upon which the gleaming,
glorious edifice of modern poetry has been built by a few
of everlasting genius. The great poets of modern times
have our deepest worship and the innermost reverence of
the hearts of all wise men: but they dwell alone, they
work unregarded, or scorned; and their individual position
is what has never as yet fallen to the lot of a poet. And
not only so, but, as we see, their work must needs be
affected by the thoughts and intents of the age; the age
does not care for poetry, and it becomes impossible to
‘sing the Lord’s song in a strange land.’ The song raised
once and again so strong and clear, is it always of God
and the truths of His heaven and earth?

Were it not well, before proceeding further in this so
proud eclecticism, to inquire what we gain in proportion
to what we lose by it; and whither upon the whole it is
leading us? Instead of accepting everything, we make it
our privilege to choose unhesitatingly, and without
scruple, to which of the truths that surrounds us we shall
attend, and from which we shall turn our attention. The
standard fixing our choice is also itself arbitrary. Now
consider these two things,—the assumed right of choosing,
and the standard of choice. The assumed right of choosing
is in itself anti-poetical, for it involves rejection; and
the poet is commissioned to know and to love all. His
innocence cannot be guilty of profanity in ignorance, nor
of disdain in rejection. Then, the standard of choice: is
not this lowered and raised in compliance with the tastes
and fashions of common men, and not in obedience to the
deep instincts of the poet? In history, has not the false
taste of a frivolous age, or the false pride of a corrupt
age, or the false shame of an impure age, or the false
faith of a sordid age sometimes interposed to chill the
ardour, curtail the amplitude, quell the simplicity of the
poet; keeping things out of sight that should be known,
and dwindling utterances which should be hallowed by the
poet’s faith to human nature, into a conventionalism
current for the hour?

If we can by any means abandon this pride of our
knowledge, and go back to the old reverence for all that
God teaches, for all the knowledge of each thing good in
its kind which He sets before us, it would be well for us.
There must eventually be a limit to it, by reason, as we
shall presently observe, of the increasingly intellectual
character which it is assuming. We long to mark in poetry
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also the retrograde movement which has been already
commenced in the other arts. At present we live in an age
which cares as little for poetry as is possible; which is
attended upon by poetry as the sensualist is by a
mistress, who has denied him nothing, and is rejected and
cast off for ever at his whim. Poetry has of necessity
adapted itself to the tastes and position of the age, has
lost much savour thereby, and is cared for not at all.
Meanwhile, the whole wondrous life of man upon the earth,
the mystery that darkens it, the alternating want and
fulness which play like light and shade within it, the
solemnities which environ it, the natural analogies which
illustrate it, the rushing passions which are its changes,
the unknown unity that pervades it, stilly with an
expectation beyond its restlessness, and pausing on its
long-stretched hopes as a vessel rides upon its anchor
over the swell of the waters that change beneath it,—this
remains for ever to be grasped by the God-given poetic
power, and steadied into a substance that may meet the eye
of man, and struck into a form which may do him true
service and delight.

One main method by which we may fit ourselves for this
knowledge, this result, is the careful study of those who
by patience and faithfulness have attained it. And such an
one especially was Chaucer. We now proceed to examine more
fully what we conceive to be the great distinguishing
traits of this poet, without inquiring very much more what
share his own genius has in these, and how far they were
indebted to his age. We have arrived at this point
naturally. We have seen the growth of knowledge to be
incompatible with the full maintenance of that spirit of
reverence for things known which is essential to poetry.
We shall now find that in several important poetical
qualities of a positive nature the growth of knowledge has
marked a decline, and the diffusion of knowledge has
created a vacillation of a strange character.

We come then to discuss the great distinguishing marks
of the mind and power of Chaucer. They seem to be four in
number: dramatic fearlessness and breadth, workmanlike
directness, comparatively non-intellectual character, and
sense of beauty. These are the four facts of Chaucer to
which we wish as briefly as possible to invite attention;
and we are of opinion that they will be sufficient, when
thoroughly apprehended, to present the great poet before
our minds, and to instruct us in several things which it
is necessary we should have the knowledge of. In
discussing them we shall be gradually proceeding from what
he possesses in common with many others, to what he
possesses along with fewer still, and from that to what is
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conspicuously his own characteristic, and shared by scarce
another.

Concerning the first, the ‘dramatic breadth and
fearlessness’ of Chaucer, we have already said much. It is
sufficient here to observe that he possesses these
qualities in a pre-eminent degree; in a degree almost
equal to Shakspeare, although they are more subordinate in
him than in Shakspeare to the other essential great
poetical qualities. To represent what men and women would
actually say to one another is Shakspeare’s aim: to write
poems 1is Chaucer’s. That is the difference between them.
But Chaucer can always have whatever dramatic breadth he
wants consistently with his poetical purpose. And in
dramatic breadth and fearlessness we know no name in
English that competes with him except Shakspeare himself.
It is impossible for a moment not to compare the two in
the subject upon which they have both exercised
themselves, the story of Troilus and Cressida. The play of
Shakspeare so named is amongst his best; it contains some
of the most marvellous speeches in dramatic literature.
The poem of Chaucer is the most finished love story in our
language; it is as long as the ‘Aeneid.’ Now take the
character of Pandarus according to each of them. The
Pandarus of Shakspeare is a coarse, not altogether
disinterested, bawd. The Pandarus of Chaucer is a
gentleman of loose principles, but quite disinterested,
and acting purely from good nature. This will illustrate
our meaning. Chaucer puts more nobility, that is, more
poetry, into this secondary character; acting from
poetical reasons. Shakspeare is less careful about his
secondary character, from dramatic reasons.

Concerning the second quality, ‘workmanlike directness,’
we shall find it difficult to express our full meaning.
Whatever Chaucer attempted was done at once, at a stroke.
His power, as compared to that of later poets, is like the
sheer cleavage of a sword compared with the slow
reduplicated work of the hammer, and chisel, and file.
Whatever it may be, high or low, it is done at once and
for ever, and leaves the feeling that it could not
possibly be otherwise. It stands out for ever with its one
effect upon it, suggestive of nothing but itself. This
quality proceeds of course in great measure from what we
have seen of the intense credence of the age in everything
that came before it. Chaucer does not appear in the least
desirous of saying poetical things, and producing poetical
effects. One thing is to him equally poetical with
another. All things are equally poetical—or equally not
poetical. He did not know the distinction between things
that are ‘fit subjects for poetry,’ and things that are
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not. But he could, for this very reason, treat everything
poetically in an unexampled degree. He is not anxious to
be poetical; but only to say whatever is set before him.
Hence he shuns not ‘the moral tale virtuous,’ as Erasmus
calls it, which in his day formed part of the stock of the
professional gestour,—as in the ‘Tale’, or allegory, ‘of
Meliboeus’; nor the theological tract,—as in the
‘Personne’s Tale’, which is a treatise on penitence; nor
indeed the absolute sermon,—as in the ‘Testament of Love’.
All subjects are equally proper to him; he is anxious to
build (the true poetic instinct) out of whatever materials
come to hand. The prose works which we have just
mentioned, were probably each a translation of some
theological tract—'Summa Theologiae’—in use at the time,
worked up by Chaucer in his own peculiar manner. Observe
how zealously he maintains, while he superadds and
ornaments. Every one of the divisions and impersonations
which he found would be to him a real thing. It would
never strike him that a division was cross, or an
impersonation clumsy, or that the whole work was rendered
unnecessary by something else on the same subject existing
in the world. The book, the work in hand was to him for
the time the only thing that the world contained. In all
this he unconsciously acted upon the great poetical law,—
too often lost sight of even by artists of no mean power,—
that it is impossible to have all beauties at once in a
single work; that one effect is to be produced, and every
word ought to aid in producing that one and no other.
There is no crowding, no hurry, and therefore no confusion
or vacillation, through all Chaucer’s work. With
workmanlike singleness of eye he beholds his object, with
workmanlike love he compasses it, and with workmanlike
power he accomplishes that and no other. There is not an
accident through all his writings.

The third of the qualities which we enumerated was
‘comparatively non-intellectual character.’ We do not mean
to deny that Chaucer had high intellect, and took delight
in the severest intellectual exercises. The contrary of
this is the case. Chaucer was educated most carefully, and
held acquaintance with all the sciences of his time. His
logical and astronomical acquisitions are especially
remarkable. But there is a distinction to be drawn between
intellect and genius, between the intellectual temperament
and the temperament of genius. The intellectual has a
tendency to abstraction and the abstract. It deals with
pure thought. The temperament of genius is the temperament
of action, and deals with the occurrent in life. The one
strikes out thought, the other tells stories. Now to the
one there is obviously and necessarily a limit, sooner or
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later. Pure thought must sooner or later exhaust itself.
The other has no necessary limit whatever. The possible
variations in a story are infinite as the phases of the
life, human and natural, which the story arrests and
describes for the delight of mankind. Chaucer gives free
play to the genial vein, in the way of story-telling; and
this is the secret of his inexhaustible fecundity and
freshness. It is only now and then that a glimpse of pure
intellectual treatment appears,—as if to show what he
could have done in that way. In modern poetry, as a rule,
the intellectual predominates; and this is sufficient to
account for the exhausted appearance of most of it, the
sort of aridity which belongs to it. The distinction
between intellect and genius, between thinking and action,
is ineffaceable, and must needs be borne well in mind. The
more intellectual a poet permits himself to become, the
more abstracted does he become, and removed from living
life; the more severe, arid, and liable to the great
poetical fault of falsity, the more prone to conceits,
trickery of language, and the 'dulcia vitia’ which
Quintilian lamented in the later Roman poets. It is a
desolation to behold poetry made no more than ‘a well-
constructed language;’ in which the care is less about
facts than ideas, and, ultimately, less about ideas than
about expressions. Yet this danger is constantly
increasing, the more that poetry deserts God’s ways for
man’s ways; the universe of facts, the vast region of the
apparent, and the sort of truth which is apparent, for the
intellectual process which abstracts, and, whilst it
abstracts, cancels.

We come now to the final typical quality of Chaucer,
‘the sense of beauty,’ which is at once the sequence and
the crown of all the others. Much has been said about the
comparative claims of truth and of beauty upon the
attention of the poet. We think that the following
statement will commend itself to our readers. The
greatest man will always seek for truth, independently of
all other considerations. But the greatest man will for
this very reason always be led eventually to beauty,
because the highest truth is always beautiful, and,
generally, beauty is that which gives value to truth. Now
the preceding observations will have made it plain that
Chaucer’s primary aim was truth; but the very appetite
and instinct which led him to pursue truth brought him
into the presence of beauty. And it is impossible to read
him without being struck by the clear perfection of his
sense and knowledge of what is truly beautiful.
Everything that is well defined, sharply cut, strongly
outlined, instantly comprehended; everything which has a
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distinctive use and office, which nothing else could in
anywise fulfil,—everything of this kind is seized and
loved by Chaucer as, so far forth, beautiful. The rule
and law according to which a thing is beautiful is with
him just this,—sharp definition, and prominent use or
service. Under the former head would be included all
clearly defined shapes, such as those of leaves and
birds, of which he was the greatest lover ever known; all
enclosed spaces, easily taken in by the eye, such as
‘sanded courts,’ ‘parks,’ and chambers, which he revels
in describing; and the real features of the beauty of
women, of which he knew more than any of the countless
poets who have written about them. Under the latter head
comes all that man devises or constructs for his own use,
which never fails of beauty and real satisfaction to the
intellect. There is in Chaucer nothing of set and
elaborate description, though much of recounting. His
imagery is chosen in the way we have indicated; it is
always definite, and always has some reference to human
uses. For instance, he introduces a forest, in the
‘Assembly of Foules’. It is a celebrated passage, and
Spenser has closely imitated it. Chaucer does not
describe the mass of trees, with the blue shadows
dwelling about the cones of their foliage, and the
innumerous stems beneath, like colonnades leading into
long-withdrawing glades: he never gives the effect of a
mass; but he enumerates each of the kinds of trees in it,
distinctly and severally, each with an epithet expressive
of the use to which it can be put by man. Indeed, the
assertion of the human prerogative in everything is as
characteristic of him as it is of Homer. He never cares
for the distant or vague. His trees, for example, are
numerous, but not indefinite. This limitation seems to be
a very admirable and healthy thing. It at least affords a
rule to determine what is beautiful. If things are
definite, they satisfy the intellect; we feel the action
of some poetic rule of selection; and if things are
subordinated to the wants of humanity, we feel a human
interest and pleasure in them. There ought not to be such
a thing in poetry as elaborate, unsubordinated
description.

Here we leave Chaucer. We have seen his majestic
countenance, full of brooding light; his long life and
ceaseless energy. His influence for centuries was
unbounded, and probably wider than even that of
Shakspeare. He created a language and a method of
versification which was followed by the poets both of
England and Scotland. We have seen how exhaustless was his
genius; how great his love and fixed his faith in human
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nature; how firm, and true, and fearless his dealing with
all things. We have seen how much of this was owing to the
age which nurtured and understood the poet. Also, we have
not failed to see how different, strangely different, the
condition of poetry in an essentially scientific age has
now become. Instead of breadth we have height, instead of
definiteness vagueness, instead of multitude mass, instead
of simplicity complexity, instead of joy sorrow. It is as
if the spirit of humanity, in seeking to work out its own
objective existence, had lost the old instinctive
knowledge of what was to be done and how to do it; and had
started again with a wider problem and uncertain
appliances. There is ever a dissatisfaction and sadness in
modern poetry, a loss of the old simple joy and power of
doing a thing at once and for ever. The course of poetry
is in this analogous almost to that of philosophy.
Philosophy has long ceased to inquire after the nature of
happiness, and seeks more temperately, but more sadly,
after that of duty. Her object is no longer the good, but
the right. What is next?

12. FRANCIS JAMES CHILD, FINAL -E

1863 (1869)

The great American scholar Child (1825-96), the son of a
sailmaker, educated at Harvard and in Germany, became
professor of English at Harvard. He analysed Chaucer’s
language and laid the foundation stone of modern
understanding in Observations on the Language of Chaucer,
in ‘Memoirs of the American Academy’, N.S. VIII (1863),
pp. 445-502. A splendidly judicious extract from this, re-
arranged and incorporated in A.J.Ellis, ‘Early English
Pronunciation’, Part I, 1869, Chapter IV, p. 360, is a
token representation of his work, and remains admirable
guidance.

ELISION OF FINAL VOWELS

Even if Chaucer followed invariable rules with regard to
the pronouncing or suppressing of the final e, it cannot
be expected that they should be entirely made out by

examining one single text of the Canterbury Tales, which,
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though relatively a good one, is manifestly full of
errors. A comparison of several of the better manuscripts
would enable us to speak with much more accuracy and
confidence. Tyrwhitt’s arbitrary text may very frequently
be used to clear up, both in this and in other
particulars, the much superior manuscript published by
Wright. Still the question whether an e was pronounced
would often be one of much delicacy (as the previous
question whether it actually existed is sometimes one of
great difficulty), and not to be determined by counting
syllables on the fingers. No supposition is indeed more
absurd than that Chaucer, a master poet for any time,
could write awkward, halting, or even unharmonious verses.
It is to be held, therefore, that when a verse is bad, and
cannot be made good anyway as it stands, then we have not
the verse that Chaucer wrote. But with regard to the
particular point upon which we are now engaged, it would
often be indifferent, or nearly so, whether a final e is
absolutely dropped, or lightly glided over. Then again, as
not a few grammatical forms were most certainly written
both with and without this termination, the fuller form
would often slip in where the other would be preferable or
necessary, much depending on the care, the intelligence,
or the good ear of the scribe. Very often the concurrence
of an initial vowel, justifying elision, with a doubtful
final e, renders it possible to read a verse in two ways
or more; and lastly, hundreds of verses are so mutilated
or corrupted that no safe opinion can be based upon them.
Such verses as these ought plainly not to be used either
to support or impugn a conclusion; neither ought the
general rules which seem to be authorized by the majority
of instances be too rigorously applied to the emendation
of verses that cannot be made, as they stand, to come
under these rules.

13. WALTER SAVAGE LANDOR, CREATURES LIKE OURSELVES

1863

Walter Landor (1775-1864), poet in Latin and English,
miscellaneous writer and quarreller, was educated at
Trinity College, Oxford. He expresses clearly a
representative view of Chaucer as unmysterious,
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‘realistic’ and childlike, in ‘Heroic Idylls’ (1863),
pp. 142-3.

TO CHAUCER

Chaucer, O how I wish thou wert

Alive and, as of yore, alert!

Then, after bandied tales, what fun

Would we two have with monk and nun.

Ah, surely verse was never meant

To render mortals somnolent.

In Spenser’s labyrinthine rhymes

I throw my arms o’erhead at times,

Opening sonorous mouth as wide

As oystershells at ebb of tide.

Mistake me not: I honour him

Whose magic made the Muses dream

Of things they never knew before,

And scenes they never wandered o’er.

I dare not follow, nor again

Be wafted with the wizard train.

No bodyless and soulless elves

I seek, but creatures like ourselves.

If any poet now runs after

The Faeries, they will split with laughter,

Leaving him in the desert, where

Dry grass is emblematic fare.

Thou wast content to act the squire

Becomingly, and mount no higher,

Nay, at fit season to descend

Into the poet with a friend,

Then ride with him about thy land

In lithesome nutbrown boots well-tann’d,

With lordly greyhound, who would dare

Course against law the summer hare,

Nor takes to heart the frequent crack

Of whip, with curse that calls him back.
The lesser Angels now have smiled

To see thee frolic like a child,

And hear thee, innocent as they,

Provoke them to come down and play.
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14. ALEXANDER SMITH, CHAUCER THE ENGLISH CONSERVATIVE

1863

Alexander Smith (1830-67), Scottish man of letters and
university administrator, gives Chaucer somewhat equivocal
praise as English, in an essay on William Dunbar,
‘Dreamthorp’, 1863 (text from edition of 1906, ed.
J.Hogben, pp. 66-7).

[Smith comments on the fancifulness of Chaucer’s early
poems, then his varied experience of life.] And so it was
that, after mixing in kings’ courts and sitting with
friars in taverns, and talking with people on country
roads, and travelling in France and Italy, and making
himself master of the literature, science, and theology of
his time, and when perhaps touched with misfortune and
sorrow, he came to see the depth of interest that resides
in actual life,—that the rudest clown even, with his
sordid humours and coarse speech, 1is intrinsically more
valuable than a whole forest full of goddesses, or
innumerable processions of cardinal virtues, however well
mounted and splendidly attired.

It was in some such mood of mind that Chaucer penned
those unparalleled pictures of contemporary life that
delight yet, after five centuries have come and gone. It
is difficult to define Chaucer’s charm. He does not
indulge in fine sentiment; he has no bravura passages; he
is ever master of himself and of his subject. The light
upon his page is the light of common day. Although
powerful delineations of passion may be found in his
‘Tales’ and wonderful descriptions of nature, and although
certain of the passages relating to Constance and Griselda
in their deep distresses are unrivalled in tenderness,
neither passion, nor natural description, nor pathos, are
his striking characteristics. It is his shrewdness, his
conciseness, his ever-present humour, his frequent irony,
and his short, homely line—effective as the play of the
short Roman sword—which strikes the reader most. In the
‘Prologue to the Canterbury Tales’—by far the ripest thing
he has done—he seems to be writing the easiest, most
idiomatic prose, but it is poetry all the while. He is a
poet of natural manner, dealing with outdoor 1life.
Perhaps, on the whole, the writer who most resembles him—
superficial differences apart—is Fielding. In both there
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is constant shrewdness and common sense, a constant
feeling of the comic side of things, a moral instinct
which escapes in irony, never in denunciation or
fanaticism; no remarkable spirituality of feeling, an
acceptance of the world as a pleasant enough place,
provided good dinners and a sufficiency of cash are to be
had, and that healthy relish for fact and reality, and
scorn of humbug of all kinds, especially of that
particular phase of it which makes one appear better than
one is, which—for want of a better term—we are accustomed
to call English. Chaucer was a Conservative in all his
feelings; he liked to poke his fun at the clergy, but he
was not of the stuff of which martyrs are made. He loved
good eating and drinking, and studious leisure and peace;
and although in his ordinary moods shrewd, and observant,
and satirical, his higher genius would now and then
splendidly assert itself—and behold the tournament at
Athens, where kings are combatants and Emily the prize; or
the little boat, containing the brain-bewildered Constance
and her child, wandering hither and thither on the
friendly sea.

15. FREDERICK DENISON MAURICE, CORDIAL AFFECTION FOR MEN
AND FOR NATURE

1865 (1874)

F.D.Maurice (1805-72), educated at the dissenting Hackney
Academy and at both Oxford and Cambridge, was a clergyman,
theologian, Christian Socialist, voluminous writer and
controversialist, of great sweetness and sensibility of
character. His view of Chaucer is not particularly
original, but succinctly gathers up several nineteenth-
century themes. The extract is from a lecture, ‘'‘On Books’,
given in November 1865, printed in ‘The Friendship of
Books and other Lectures’ (1874), pp. 76-7.

The earliest poetry belongs to the same age with
Wycliffe’s Bible. Chaucer was possibly the friend of
Wycliffe—certainly shared many of his sympathies and
antipathies. He loved the priest, or, as he was called,
the secular priest, who went among the people, and cared
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for them as his fellow-countrymen; he intensely disliked
the friars, who flattered them and cursed them, and in
both ways governed them and degraded them. His education
had been different from Wycliffe’s, his early poetical
powers had been called forth by the ladies and gentlemen
of the court. He mingled much French with his speech, as
they did; he acquired from them a kind of acquaintance
with life which Wycliffe could not obtain in the Oxford
schools. Had he remained under their influence he might
have been merely a very musical court singer; but he
entered into fellowship with common citizens. He became a
keen observer of all the different forms of life and
society in his time—a keen observer, and, as all such are,
genial, friendly, humorous, able to understand men about
him by sympathising with them, able to understand the
stories of the past by his experience of the present.
Without being a reformer like Wycliffe, he helped forward
the Reformation by making men acquainted with themselves
and their fellows, by stripping off disguises, and by
teaching them to open their eyes to the beautiful world
which lay about them. Chaucer is the genuine specimen of
an English poet—a type of the best who were to come after
him; with cordial affection for men and for nature; often
tempted to coarseness, often yielding to his baser nature
in his desire to enter into all the different experiences
of men; apt through this desire, and through his hatred of
what was insincere, to say many things of which he had
need to repent, and of which he did repent; but never
losing his loyalty to what was pure, his reverence for
what was divine. He is an illustration of the text from
which I started. The English books which live through ages
are those which connect themselves with human life and
action. His other poems, though graceful and harmonious,
are only remembered, because in his ‘Canterbury Tales’ he
has come directly into contact with the hearts and
thoughts, the sufferings and sins, of men and women, and
has given the clearest pictures we possess of all the
distinctions and occupations in his own day.
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16. ‘MATTHEW BROWNE’ (WILLIAM BRIGHTLY RANDS), CHAUCER
THE LAODICEAN

1869

Rands (1823-82) an amiable and eccentric man who wrote
under the pseudonyms of Henry Holbeach and Matthew Browne,
educated himself chiefly at second-hand bookstalls, and
after various occupations became a reporter in the House
of Commons. He wrote prolifically, especially for
children, but his ‘Chaucer’s England’, 2 vols (1869), has
much penetrating observation, though discursive and
sometimes slapdash. He uses his knowledge of the world,
wide reading, and independent turn of mind, to make an
interestingly modern, sceptical assessment of some aspects
of Chaucer.

(IT, 147-8) It has been said that this [description of the
Parson] 1is a portrait of Wickliffe, and Chaucer has
himself been called a Wickliffite; but there is no proof
that he was entitled to bear that name. There is, in the
meanwhile, every reason that the nature of the case admits
of, for judging Chaucer to have been a man incapable of
such high degrees of faith and moral steadfastness as we
must inevitably associate with the work and career of
Wickliffe. Is it conceivable that the author of the
Canterbury Tales could, under any circumstances, have
become a martyr? Could Shakspeare? I confess, I cannot
conceive it of either. But the moral intensity of men like
Wickliffe, and still more their faith (i.e. their
reliance, avouched by their conduct, upon unseen aid), are
essentially heroic; their whole meaning is, ‘This course
of conduct upon which I have entered is dictated to me by
the Divine Spirit; its consequences are no concern of
mine; and, if death awaits me, I am ready to die.’ This is
not a spirit which finds a welcome in the most cultivated
circles of modern times; but it is undeniably the spirit
of the Founder of Christianity, and of all the martyrs and
heroes that ever lived. I certainly do not believe that
the man who wrote the slippery prologue to the Canterbury
Tales was capable even of sympathising with the high
heroic spirit, much less of sharing it. Assuredly, he
could only have had a superficial understanding of the man
Wickliffe, and there is, in reality, not much reason for
raising the question at all; for there is nothing
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particularly Wickliffian in any portion of his works. As
for the Poor Parson standing for Wickliffe himself,—it is
just possible, of course: only Wickliffe was an Oxford
Professor, and not a poor priest, but Rector of
Lutterworth; a man quite capable of holding his own;
occupying a distinguished position in his day; befriended
by John of Gaunt; and with all the instincts, not of a
quiet country parson, but of a moral and theological
polemic....

(IT 234-41) There was no city in England, it need hardly
be said, so large, so thickly built, or so exclusive of
field and garden, that the contrast between ‘nature’ and
‘the city’ could exist, with its modern intensity of
signification. Nature, in the Wordsworthian sense, plays
no part in Chaucer. The bent of his genius was objective
of course, and he was only meditative as every poet must
be. The great spectacle had sunk into his heart; and,
being touched and awed by it, he could not but be
meditative in a sense, and at times, as if a field in
autumn were conscious of the lights and shades cast upon
its bosom by the clear blue sky and the blown clouds
between. But the key-note of his poetry is, no doubt, a
joyous, homely intimacy with life in house and field,
castle and garden, forest and river-side, with no
conscious divarication of the scene into that which is
nature and that which is not nature. The colours, and
sounds, and odours, the fires, the roof-trees, the
millers, the pretty buxom women, the gentle knights, the
millers, and the friars, are all parts of the same
picture. One mirror receives the entire scene:-

There the river eddy whirls,
And there the surly village churls,
And the red cloaks of market girls..

And no voice of revelation comes from Nature. The poet
loves natural objects of course, and makes them live, and
have wills and passions of their own; but the life he
puts into them is only an infusion of his own homely
vitality. Let us take, as an instance, a passage in the
Knight’s Tale:-

The busy larke, messager of daye,

Salueth in hire song the morwe gray,

And fyry Phoebus ryseth up so bright

That all the orient laugheth of the light,
And with his stremes dryeth in the greves,
The silver dropes, hongyng on the leeves.
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This is beautiful; the laughing of the earth at sunrise is
a favourite quotation with us all, I suppose; but it is
all homely; it is all the face of nature; it is buxom,
brisk, and glad, but there is no undercurrent; the happy
verse moves on like a palfrey, and we move with it,
aroused to the action of the story. Thought of an inner
secret or soul in nature there is none,—even if there is
of a heart. My readers will not for a moment imagine that
I am making any complaint, as of a deficiency in the poet;
far otherwise, and I wish more poets were like him; but
the fact is what I now say. What Chaucer meant by Nature
we may gather from a passage of much beauty..[quotes
beginning of Physician’s Tale]. A mind trained in the
modern school, and always ready to slide into a
Wordsworthian mood, may possibly—though scarcely with
entire honesty—read into what Chaucer says here, a meaning
or a suggestion which Chaucer himself had not. (1) But the
writing is here strictly objective. Nature is the
bountiful vicar-general of God, joyful, liberal, asking
nothing, and an obedient worker. The whole passage is more
like a speech in a Morality Play than anything else; only
it is the work of a poet. As a simple objective statement,
truly given, it covers much that is profoundly true, but
which never entered the head of Chaucer, and would not be
understood by him if he were raised from the grave to hear
it proposed by a disciple of Wordsworth. It is Chaucer’s
way of saying what a modern poet of the meditative school
would have said very differently...

As far as I can make out, the modern sentiment for
Nature, though its germ must of course have existed always
in the human heart, is a very remote consequence of the
increased civification of life as one factor, and of the
tendency of the religious ideas to take wide counsel with
the facts of life in proportion as the reliance on set
creeds grows less and less. However, this is too much upon
a collateral aspect of the idea with which the chapter
opens, and we must pass on. It will be noted, meanwhile,
that the modern feeling with respect to Nature is
conspicuous by its absence in the two portraits which we
are now approaching. So inveterate are our own feelings in
the matter, that these types bring Nature by main force
upon the page, because they live always in her very eye,—
you smell the ‘ay, as Carolina Wilhelmina Amelia Skeggs
(?) said,—but Chaucer does not try, in his verse, to bring
the sights, and sounds, and odours of the country upon the
scene when he introduces two countrymen. There was no
reason why he should; his portraits are rapid sketches
painted in upon a ground of good fellowship; but then a
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modern poet would not have been able to help doing
something of the kind..

Why is it that the cultivated Englishman, in particular
the man of letters, has usually cherished a weakness for
the country gentleman which he has never felt for the town
gentleman? Bourgeois is a term of dislike, which has found
a modern equivalent in Philistine, and we can hardly set-
off bumpkin against it on the other side of the case. I
think the reason, or great part of the reason, is that the
man of letters, being usually a man of the city, has a
peculiar relish of the bonhomie of the country gentleman
or Franklin, which presents itself to his mind softened by
the distance which lends enchantment. There is bonhomie in
town as well as in country, and John Gilpin is as simple-
hearted as Sir Roger de Coverley; but it is difficult to
pick him out of Cheapside or Ludgate, while Sir Roger
stands conspicuous in his manor-house in the midst of his
acres and his tenantry, like a tree that stands by a
hedge-row. The originalities of his character are innocent
and pleasant, like gables on a roof that let light into
bed-rooms.

Note

1 This practice is far too common in criticism of all
kinds, including criticism of the Bible. I wish those
who indulge in it would think, among other things, of
the harm they do to themselves, since every act of
insincerity tends permanently to cloud the mind. The
error I am condemning is often excused upon the ground
that the poet and the prophet are the subjects of an
inspiration, and do not always know the whole meaning of
their own words. And this is true, but it is not an
excuse which fits the case. The question—what do certain
words cover? is quite distinct from the question—what
did the writer of them mean? What crudeness there was
underneath Chaucer’s phrase of vicar-general of God may
be guessed by comparing this passage with a verse of two
in his Assembly of Foules.

17. JAMES RUSSELL LOWELL, SINCERE, TENDER, HUMANE

1870 (1871)

Lowell (1819-91), member of a famous American family,
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educated at Harvard, professor of belles-lettres there,
and foremost American man of letters of his day, wrote a
sentimental account of the childishly sincere and
emotional Chaucer in 1845, but deserves better to be
remembered by his rightly famous essay on Chaucer (in
origin a review of several books) published in the ‘North
American Review’ for July 1870, and thence in enlarged
form in ‘My Study Windows’ (1871). The picture of a calm,
genial, sympathetic, worldly-wise Chaucer is conveyed in
the civilised well-read prose of an affectionate Romantic
American account, with a typical emphasis on ‘sincerity’
and ‘the thing itself’. For Sir Harris Nicolas, see above
(No. 5). Reprinted here from ‘The Writings of J.R.Lowell’,
Riverside Edition, 1890, Vol. III.

(p. 291) Will it do to say anything more about Chaucer?
Can anyone hope to say anything, not new, but even fresh,
on a topic so well worn? It may well be doubted; and yet
one is always the better for a walk in the morning air,—a
medicine which may be taken over and over again without
any sense of sameness, or any failure of its invigorating
quality. There is a pervading wholesomeness in the
writings of this man,—a vernal property that soothes and
refreshes in a way of which no other has ever found the
secret. I repeat to myself a thousand times—

Whan that Aprilé with his showrés soté

The droughte of March hath percéd to the rote,
And bathéd every veine in swich licour

Of which vertue engendered is the flour,—
When Zephyrus eek with his sweté breth
Enspiréd hath in every holt and heth

The tender croppés, and the yongé sonne

Hath in the ram his halfé cors yronne,

And smalé foulés maken melodié,—

and still at the thousandth time a breath of uncontaminate
springtide seems to 1lift the hair upon my forehead. If here
be not the largior ether, the serene and motionless
atmosphere of classical antiquity, we find at least the
seclusum nemus, the domos placidas, and the oubliance, as
Froissart so sweetly calls it, that persuade us we are in an
Elysium none the less sweet that it appeals to our more
purely human, one might almost say domestic, sympathies. We
may say of Chaucer’s muse, as Overbury of his milkmaid, ‘her
breath is her own, which scents all the year long of June
like a new-made haycock.’ The most hardened roué of
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literature can scarce confront these simple and winning
graces without feeling somewhat of the unworn sentiment of
his youth revive in him. Modern imaginative literature has
become so self-conscious, and therefore so melancholy, that
Art, which should be ‘the world’s sweet inn,’ whither we
repair for refreshment and repose, has become rather a
watering-place, where one’s own private touch of the liver-
complaint is exasperated by the affluence of other sufferers
whose talk is a narrative of morbid symptoms.’ Poets have
forgotten that the first lesson of literature, no less than
of life, is the learning how to burn your own smoke; that
the way to be original is to be healthy; that the fresh
color, so delightful in all good writing, is won by escaping
from the fixed air of self into the brisk atmosphere of
universal sentiments; and that to make the common
marvellous, as if it were a revelation, is the test of
genius. It is good to retreat now and then beyond earshot of
the introspective confidences of modern literature, and to
lose ourselves in the gracious worldiness of Chaucer. Here
was a healthy and hearty man, so genuine that he need not
ask whether he was genuine or no, so sincere as quite to
forget his own sincerity, so truly pious that he could be
happy in the best world that God chose to make, so humane
that he loved even the foibles of his kind. Here was a truly
epic poet, without knowing it, who did not waste time in
considering whether his age were good or bad, but quietly
taking it for granted as the best that ever was or ever
could be for him, has left us such a picture of contemporary
life as no man ever painted. ‘A perpetual founatin of good-
sense,’ Dryden calls him, yes, and of good-humor, too, and
wholesome thought. He was one of those rare authors whom, if
we had met him under a porch in a shower, we should have
preferred to the rain. He could be happy with a crust and
spring-water, and could see the shadow of his benign face in
a flagon of Gascon wine without fancying Death sitting
opposite to cry Super-naculum! when he had drained it. He
could look to God without abjectness, and on man without
contempt. The pupil of manifold experience,—scholar,
courtier, soldier, ambassador, who had known poverty as a
housemate and been the companion of princes,—his was one of
those happy temperaments that could equally enjoy both
halves of culture,—the world of books and the world of men.

Unto this day it doth mine herté boote,
That I have had my world as in my time!

The portrait of Chaucer, which we owe to the loving regret
of his disciple Occleve, confirms the judgment of him
which we make from his works. It is, I think, more
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engaging than that of any other poet. The downcast eyes,
half sly, half meditative, the sensuous mouth, the broad
brow, drooping with weight of thought, and yet with an
inexpugnable youth shining out of it as from the morning
forehead of a boy, are all noticeable, and not less so
their harmony of placid tenderness. We are struck, too,
with the smoothness of the face as of one who thought
easily, whose phrase flowed naturally, and who had never
puckered his brow over an unmanageable verse.

Nothing has been added to our knowledge of Chaucer’s
life since Sir Harris Nicolas, with the help of original
records, weeded away the fictions by which the few facts
were choked and overshadowed. We might be sorry that no
confirmation has been found for the story, fathered on a
certain phantasmal Mr. Buckley, that Chaucer was ‘fined
two shillings for beating a Franciscan friar in Fleet
Street,’ 1f it were only for the alliteration; but we
refuse to give up the meeting with Petrarch...

(p. 295) Our chief debt to Sir Harris Nicolas is for
having disproved the story that Chaucer, imprisoned for
complicity in the insurrection of John of Northampton, had
set himself free by betraying his accomplices. That a
poet, one of whose leading qualities is his good sense and
moderation, and who should seem to have practised his own
rule, to

Fly from the press and dwell with soothfastness;
Sufficé thee thy good though it be small,

should have been concerned in any such political excesses,
was improbable enough; but that he should add to this the
baseness of broken faith was incredible except to such as
in a doubtful story

Demen gladly to the badder end.

Sir Harris Nicolas has proved by the records that the
fabric is baseless, and we may now read the poet’s fine
verse,

Truth is the highest thing a man may keep,

without a pang. We are thankful that Chaucer’s shoulders
are finally discharged of that weary load, ‘The Testament
of Love.’ (1) The later biographers seem inclined to make
Chaucer a younger man at his death in 1400 than has
hitherto been supposed. Herr Hertzberg even puts his birth
so late as 1340. But, till more conclusive evidence is
produced, we shall adhere to the received dates as on the
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whole more consonant with the probabilities of the case.
The monument is clearly right as to the year of his death,
and the chances are at least even that both this and the
date of birth were copied from an older inscription. The
only counter-argument that has much force is the
manifestly unfinished condition of the ‘Canterbury Tales.’
That a man of seventy odd could have put such a spirit of
youth into those matchless prologues will not, however,
surprise those who remember Dryden’s second spring-time.
It is plain that the notion of giving unity to a number of
disconnected stories by the device which Chaucer adopted
was an afterthought. These stories had been written, and
some of them even published, at periods far asunder, and
without any reference to connection among themselves. The
prologues, and those parts which internal evidence
justifies us in taking them to have been written after the
thread of plan to string them on was conceived, are in
every way more mature,—in knowledge of the world, in easy
mastery of verse and language, and in the over-poise of
sentiment by judgment. They may with as much probability
be referred to a green old age as to the middle-life of a
man who, upon any theory of the dates, was certainly slow
in ripening...

(p. 298) The first question we put to any poet, nay, to
any so-called national literature, is that which Farinata
addressed to Dante—Chi fur 1i maggior tui? Here is no
question of plagiarism, for poems are not made of words
and thoughts and images, but of that something in the poet
himself which can compel them to obey him and move to the
rhythm of his nature. Thus it is that the new poet,
however late he come, can never be forestalled, and the
ship-builder who built the pinnace of Columbus has as much
claim to the discovery of America as he who suggests a
thought by which some other man opens new worlds to us has
to a share in that achievement by him unconceived and in-
conceivable. Chaucer undoubtedly began as an imitator,
perhaps as mere translator, serving the needful
apprenticeship in the use of his tools. Children learn to
speak by watching the lips and catching the words of those
who know how already, and poets learn in the same way from
their elders...

(p. 321) Chaucer, to whom French must have been almost
as truly a mother tongue as English, was familiar with all
that had been done by Troubadour or Trouvére. In him we
see the first result of the Norman yeast upon the home-
baked Saxon loaf. The flour had been honest, the paste
well kneaded, but the inspiring leaven was wanting till
the Norman brought it over. Chaucer works still in the
solid material of his race, but with what airy lightness
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has he not infused it? Without ceasing to be English, he
has escaped from being insular. But he was something more
than this; he was a scholar, a thinker, and a critic. He
had studied the Divina Commedia of Dante, he had read
Petrarca and Boccaccio, and some of the Latin poets. He
calls Dante the great poet of Italy, and Petrarch a
learned clerk. It is plain that he knew very well the
truer purpose of poetry, and had even arrived at the
higher wisdom of comprehending the aptitudes and
limitations of his own genius. He saw clearly and felt
keenly what were the faults and what the wants of the
prevailing literature of his country. In the ‘Monk’s Tale’
he slily satirises the long-winded morality of Gower, as
his prose antitype, Fielding, was to satirise the prolix
sentimentality of Richardson. In the rhyme of Sir Thopas
he gives the coup de grace to the romances of Chivalry,
and in his own choice of a subject he heralds that new
world in which the actual and the popular were to supplant
the fantastic and the heroic.

Before Chaucer, modern Europe had given birth to one
great poet, Dante; and contemporary with him was one
supremely elegant one, Petrarch. Dante died only seven
years before Chaucer was born, and, so far as culture is
derived from books, the moral and intellectual influences
to which they had been subjected, the speculative
stimulus that may have given an impulse to their minds,—
there could have been no essential difference between
them. Yet there are certain points of resemblance and of
contrast, and those not entirely fanciful, which seem to
me of considerable interest. Both were of mixed race,
Dante certainly, Chaucer presumably so. Dante seems to
have inherited on the Teutonic side the strong moral
sense, the almost nervous irritability of conscience, and
the tendency to mysticism which made him the first of
Christian poets,—first in point of time and first in
point of greatness. From the other side he seems to have
received almost in overplus a feeling of order and
proportion, sometimes wellnigh hardening into
mathematical precision and formalism,—a tendency which at
last brought the poetry of the Romanic races to a dead-
lock of artifice and decorum. Chaucer, on the other hand,
drew from the South a certain airiness of sentiment and
expression, a felicity of phrase and an elegance of turn,
hitherto unprecedented and hardly yet matched in our
literature, but all the while kept firm hold of his
native soundness of understanding, and that genial humor
which seems to be the proper element of worldly wisdom.
With Dante, life represented the passage of the soul from
a state of nature to a state of grace; and there would
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have been almost an even chance whether (as Burns says)
the Divina Commedia had turned out a song or a sermon,
but for the wonderful genius of its author, which has
compelled the sermon to sing and the song to preach,
whether they would or no. With Chaucer, 1life is a
pilgrimage, but only that his eye may be delighted with
the varieties of costume and character. There are good
morals to be found in Chaucer, but they are always
incidental. With Dante the main question is the saving of
the soul, with Chaucer it is the conduct of life. The
distance between them is almost that between holiness and
prudence. Dante applies himself to the realities, Chaucer
to the scenery of 1life, and the former is consequently
the more universal poet, as the latter is the more truly
national one. Dante represents the justice of God, and
Chaucer his loving-kindness. If there is anything that
may properly be called satire in the one, it is like a
blast of the divine wrath, before which the wretches
cower and tremble, which rends away their cloaks of
hypocrisy and their masks of worldly propriety, and
leaves them shivering in the cruel nakedness of their
shame. The satire of the other is genial with the broad
sunshine of humor, into which the victims walk forth with
a delightful unconcern, laying aside of themselves the
disguises that seem to make them uncomfortably warm, till
they have made a thorough betrayal of themselves so
unconsciously that we almost pity while we laugh. Dante
shows us the punishment of sins against God and one’s
neighbor, in order that we may shun them, and so escape
the doom that awaits them in the other world. Chaucer
exposes the cheats of the transmuter of metals, of the
begging friars, and of the pedlers of indulgences, in
order that we may be on our guard against them in this
world. If we are to judge of what is national only by the
highest and most characteristic types, surely we cannot
fail to see in Chaucer the true forerunner and prototype
of Shakspeare, who, with an imagination of far deeper
grasp, a far wider reach of thought, yet took the same
delight in the pageantry of the actual world, and whose
moral is the moral of worldly wisdom only heightened to
the level of his wide-viewing mind, and made typical by
the dramatic energy of his plastic nature.

Yet if Chaucer had little of that organic force of life
which so inspires the poem of Dante that, as he himself
says of the heavens, part answers to part with mutual
interchange of light, he had a structural faculty which
distinguishes him from all other English poets, his
contemporaries, and which indeed is the primary
distinction of poets properly so called. There is, to be
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sure, only one other English writer coeval with himself
who deserves in any way to be compared with him, and that
rather for contrast than for likeness.

With the single exception of Langland, the English
poets, his contemporaries, were little else than bad
versifiers of legends classic or mediaeval, as it might
happen, without selection and without art. Chaucer is the
first who broke away from the dreary traditional style,
and gave not merely stories, but lively pictures of real
life as the ever-renewed substance or poetry. He was a
reformer, too, not only in literature, but in morals. But
as in the former his exquisite tact saved him from all
eccentricity, so in the latter the pervading sweetness of
his nature could never be betrayed into harshness and
invective. He seems incapable of indignation. He mused
good-naturedly over the vices and follies of men, and,
never forgetting that he was fashioned of the same clay,
is rather apt to pity than condemn. There is no touch of
cynicism in all he wrote. Dante’s brush seems sometimes to
have been smeared with the burning pitch of his own fiery
lake. Chaucer’s pencil is dipped in the cheerful color-box
of the old illuminators, and he has their patient delicacy
of touch, with a freedom far beyond their somewhat
mechanic brilliancy...

(p. 334) ‘Piers Ploughman’ is the best example I know of
what is called popular poetry,—of compositions, that is,
which contain all the simpler elements of poetry, but
still in solution, not crystallised around any thread of
artistic purpose. In it appears at her best the Anglo-
Saxon Muse, a first cousin of Poor Richard, full of
proverbial wisdom, who always brings her knitting in her
pocket, and seems most at home in the chimney-corner. It
is genial; it plants itself firmly on human nature with
its rights and wrongs; it has a surly honesty, prefers the
downright to the gracious, and conceives of speech as a
tool rather than a musical instrument. If we should seek
for a single word that would define it most precisely, we
should not choose simplicity, but homeliness. There is
more or less of this in all early poetry, to be sure; but
I think it especially proper to English poets, and to the
most English among them, like Cowper, Crabbe, and one is
tempted to add Wordsworth,—where he forgets Coleridge’s
private lectures. In reading such poets as Langland, also
we are not to forget a certain charm of distance in the
very language they use, making it unhackneyed without
being alien. As it is the chief function of the poet to
make the familiar novel, these fortunate early risers of
literature, who gather phrases with the dew still on them,
have their poetry done for them, as it were, by their
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vocabulary. But in Chaucer, as in all great poets, the
language gets its charm from him. The force and sweetness
of his genius kneaded more kindly together the Latin and
Teutonic elements of our mother tongue, and made something
better than either. The necessity of writing poetry, and
not mere verse, made him a reformer whether he would or
no; and the instinct of his finer ear was a guide such as
none before him or contemporary with him, nor indeed any
that came after him, till Spenser, could command. Gower
had no notion of the uses of rhyme except as a kind of
crease at the end of every eighth syllable, where the
verse was to be folded over again into another layer. He
says, for example,

This maiden Canacee was hight,
Both in the day and eke by night,

as if people commonly changed their names at dark. And he
could not even contrive to say this without the clumsy
pleonasm of both and eke. Chaucer was put to no such
shifts of piecing out his metre with loose-woven bits of
baser stuff. He himself says, in the ‘Man of Law’s Tale,’

Me lists not of the chaff nor of the straw
To make so long a tale as of the corn.

One of the world’s three or four great story-tellers, he
was also one of the best versifiers that ever made English
trip and sing with a gayety that seems careless, but where
every foot beats time to the tune of the thought. By the
skilful arrangement of his pauses he evaded the monotony
of the couplet, and gave to the rhymed pentameter, which
he made our heroic measure, something of the architectural
repose of blank verse. He found our language lumpish,
stiff, unwilling, too apt to speak Saxonly in grouty mono-
syllables; he left it enriched with the longer measure of
the Italian and Provengal poets. He reconciled, in the
harmony of his verse, the English bluntness with the
dignity and elegance of the less homely Southern speech.
Though he did not and could not create our language (for
he who writes to be read does not write for linguisters),
yet it is true that he first made it easy, and to that
extent modern, so that Spenser, two hundred years later,
studied his method and called him master. He first wrote
English; and it was a feeling of this, I suspect, that
made it fashionable in Elizabeth’s day to ‘talk pure
Chaucer.’..

(p. 350) [Of Chaucer’s metre: after quoting stanzas by
Chaucer and Boccaccio:] If the Italian were read with the
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same ignorance that has wreaked itself on Chaucer, the
riding-rhyme would be on its high horse in almost every
line of Boccaccio’s stanza. The same might be said of many
a verse in Donne’s satires. Spenser in his eclogues for
February, May, and September evidently took it for granted
that he had caught the measure of Chaucer, and it would be
rather amusing, as well as instructive, to hear the
maintainers of the hop-skip-and-jump theory of
versification attempt to make the elder poet’s verses
dance to the tune for which one of our greatest metrists
(in his philological deafness) supposed their feet to be
trained...

(p. 351) Chaucer is a great narrative poet; and, in
this species of poetry, though the author’s personality
should never be obtruded, it yet unconsciously pervades
the whole, and communicates an individual quality,—a kind
of flavor of its own. This very quality, and it is one of
the highest in its way and place, would be fatal to all
dramatic force. The narrative poet is occupied with his
characters as a picture, with their grouping, even their
costume, it may be, and he feels for and with them
instead of being they for the moment, as the dramatist
must always be. The story-teller must possess the
situation perfectly in all its details, while the
imagination of the dramatist must be possessed and
mastered by it. The latter puts before us the very
passion or emotion itself in its utmost intensity; the
former gives them, not in their primary form, but in that
derivative one which they have acquired by passing
through his own mind and being modified by his
reflection. The deepest pathos of the drama, like the
quiet ‘no more but so?’ with which Shakespeare tells us
that Ophelia’s heart is bursting, is sudden as a stab,
while in narrative it is more or less suffused with
pity,—a feeling capable of prolonged sustention. This
presence of the author’s own sympathy is noticeable in
all Chaucer’s pathetic passages, as, for instance, in the
lamentation of Constance over her child in the ‘Man of
Law’s Tale.’ When he comes to the sorrow of his story, he
seems to croon over his thoughts, to soothe them and
dwell upon them with a kind of pleased compassion, as a
child treats a wounded bird which he fears to grasp too
tightly, and yet cannot make up his heart wholly to let
go. It is true also of his humor that it pervades his
comic tales like sunshine, and never dazzles the
attention by a sudden flash. Sometimes he brings it in
parenthetically, and insinuates a sarcasm so slyly as
almost to slip by without our notice, as where he
satirises provincialism by the cock who
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By nature knew ech ascensioun
Of equinoxial in thilke toun.

Sometimes he turns round upon himself and smiles at a trip
he has made into fine writing:-

Till that the brighté sun had lost his hue,
For th’orisont has reft the sun his light,
(This is as much to sayen as ‘it was night.’)

Nay, sometimes it twinkels roguishly through his very
tears, as in the

‘Why wouldest thou be dead,’ these women cry,
‘Thou haddest gold enough—and Emily?’

that follows so close upon the profoundly tender despair
of Arcite’s farewell:-

What is this world? What asken men to have?
Now with his love now in the coldé grave
Alone withouten any company!

The power of diffusion without being diffuse would seem to
be the highest merit of narration, giving it that easy
flow which is so delightful. Chaucer’s descriptive style
is remarkable for its lowness of tone,—for that
combination of energy with simplicity which is among the
rarest gifts in literature. Perhaps all is said in saying
that he has style at all, for that consists mainly in the
absence of undue emphasis and exaggeration, in the clear
uniform pitch which penetrates out interest and retains
it, where mere loudness would only disturb and irritate.

Not that Chaucer cannot be intense, too, on occasion;
but it is with a quiet intensity of hiw own, that comes in
as it were by accident.

Upon a thické palfrey, paper-white,

With saddle red embroidered with delight,
Sits Dido:

And she is fair as is the brighté morrow
That healeth sicke folk of nightes sorrow.
Upon a courser startling as the fire,
Aeneas sits.

Pandarus, looking at Troilus,

Took up a light and found his countenance
As for to look upon an old romance.
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With Chaucer it is always the thing itself and not the
description of it that is the main object. His picturesque
bits are incidental to the story, glimpsed in passing;
they never stop the way. His key is so low that his high
lights are never obtrusive. His imitators, like Leigh
Hunt, and Keats in his ‘Endymion,’ missing the nice
gradation with which the master toned everything down,
become streaky. Hogarth, who reminds one of him in the
variety and natural action of his figures, is like him
also in the subdued brilliancy of his coloring. When
Chaucer condenses, it is because his conception is vivid.
He does not need to personify Revenge, for personification
is but the subterfuge of unimaginative and professional
poets; but he embodies the very passion itself in a verse
that makes us glance over our shoulder as if we heard a
stealthy tread behind us:-

The smiler with the knife hid under the cloak (2)

And yet how unlike is the operation of the imaginative
faculty in him and Shakespeare! When the latter describes
his epithets imply always an impression on the moral sense
(so to speak) of the person who hears or sees. The sun
‘flatters the mountain-tops with sovereign eye;’ the
bending ‘weeds lacquey the dull stream;’ the shadow of the
falcon ‘coucheth the fowl below;’ the smoke is ‘helpless;’
when Tarquin enters the chamber of Lucrece ‘the threshold
grates the door to have him heard.’ His outward sense is
merely a window through which the metaphysical eye looks
forth, and his mind passes over at once from the simple
sensation to the complex meaning of it,—feels with the
object instead of merely feeling it. His imagination is
for ever dramatising. Chaucer gives only the direct
impression made on the eye or ear. He was the first great
poet who really loved outward nature as the source of
conscious pleasurable emotion. The Troubadour hailed the
return of spring; but with him it was a piece of empty
ritualism. Chaucer took a true delight in the new green of
the leaves and the return of singing birds,—a delight as
simple as that of Robin Hood:-

In summer when the shaws be seen,
And leaves be large and long,

It is full merry in fair forest
To hear the small birds’ song.

He has never so much as heard of the ‘burthen and the
mystery of all this unintelligible world.’ His flowers and
trees and birds have never bothered themselves with
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Spinoza. He himself sings more like a bird than any other
poet, because it never occurred to him, as to Goethe, that
he ought to do so. He pours himself out in sincere joy and
thankfulness. When we compare Spenser’s imitations of him
with the original passages, we feel that the delight of
the later poet was more in the expression than in the
thing itself. Nature with him is only good to be
transfigured by art. We walk among Chaucer’s sights and
sounds; we listen to Spenser’s musical reproduction of
them. In the same way, the pleasure which Chaucer takes in
telling his stories has in itself the effect of consummate
skill, and makes us follow all the windings of his fancy
with sympathetic interest. His best tales run on like one
of our inland rivers, sometimes hastening a little and
turning upon themselves in eddies that dimple without
retarding the current; sometimes loitering smoothly, while
here and there a quiet thought, a tender feeling, a
pleasant image, a golden-hearted verse, opens quietly as a
water-1lily, to float on the surface without breaking it
into ripple. The vulgar intellectual palate hankers after
the titillation of foaming phrase, and thinks nothing good
for much that does not go off with a pop like a champagne
cork. The mellow suavity of more previous vintages seems
insipid: but the taste, in proportion as it refines,
learns to appreciate the indefinable flavor, too subtile
for analysis. A manner has prevailed of late in which
every other word seems to be underscored as in a school-
girl’s letter. The poet seems intent on showing his sinew,
as if the power of the slim Apollo lay in the girth of his
biceps. Force for the mere sake of force ends like Milo,
caught and held mockingly fast by the recoil of the log he
undertook to rive. In the race of fame, there are a score
capable of brilliant spurts for one who comes in winner
after a steady pull with wind and muscle to spare. Chaucer
never shows any signs of effort, and it is a main proof of
his excellence that he can be so inadequately sampled by
detached passages,—by single lines taken away from the
connection in which they contribute to the general effect.
He has that continuity of thought, that evenly prolonged
power, and that delightful equanimity, which characterize
the higher orders of mind. There is something in him of
the disinterestedness that made the Greeks masters in art.
His phrase is never importunate. His simplicity is that of
elegance, not of poverty. The quiet unconcern with which
he says his best things is peculiar to him among English
poets, though Goldsmith, Addison, and Thackeray have
approached it in prose. He prattles inadvertently away,
and all the while, like the princess in the story, lets
fall a pearl at every other word. It is such a piece of
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good luck to be natural! It is the good gift which the
fairy godmother brings to her prime favorites in the
cradle. If not genius, it alone is what makes genius
amiable in the arts. If a man have it not, he will never
find it, for when it is sought it is gone.

When Chaucer describes anything, it is commonly by one
of those simple and obvious epithets or qualities that are
so easy to miss. Is it a woman? He tells us she is fresh;
that she has glad eyes; that ‘every day her beauty newed:’
that

Methought all fellowship as naked
Withouten her that I saw once,
As a cordne without the stones.

Sometimes he describes amply by the merest hint, as where
the Friar, before setting himself softly down, drives
away the cat. We know without need of more words that he
has chosen the snuggest corner. In some of his early
poems he sometimes, it is true, falls into the catalogue
style of his contemporaries; but after he had found his
genius he never particularises too much,—a process as
deadly to all effect as an explanation to a pun. The
first stanza of the ‘Clerk’s Tale’ gives us a landscape
whose stately choice of objects shows a skill in
composition worthy of Claude, the last artist who painted
nature epically:-

There is at the west endé of Itaile,

Down at the foot of Vesulus the cold,

A lusty plain abundant of vitaile,

Where many a tower and town thou may’st behold
That founded were in time of fathers old,

And many another delitable sight;

And Salucés this noble country hight.

The Pre-Raphaelite style of landscape entangles the eye
among the obtrusive weeds and grass-blades of the
foreground which, in looking at a real bit of scenery, we
overlook; but what a sweep of vision is here! and what
happy generalisation in the sixth verse as the poet turns
away to the business of his story! The whole is full of
open air.

But it is in his characters, especially, that his manner
is large and free; for he is painting history, though with
the fidelity of portrait. He brings out strongly the
essential traits, characteristic of the genus rather than
of the individual. The Merchant who keeps so steady a
countenance that
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There wist no wight that he was e’er in debt,

the Sergeant at Law, ‘who seemed busier than he was,’ the
Doctor of Medicine, whose ‘study was but little on the
Bible,’—in all these cases it is the type and not the
personage that fixes his attention. William Blake says
truly, though he expresses his meaning somewhat clumsily,
‘the characters of Chaucer’s Pilgrims are the characters
which compose all ages and nations. Some of the names and
titles are altered by time, but the characters remain for
ever unaltered, and consequently they are the
physiognomies and lineaments of universal human life,
beyond which Nature never steps. Names alter, things never
alter. As Newton numbered the stars, and as Linnaeus
numbered the plants, so Chaucer numbered the classes of
men.’ In his outside accessaries, it is true, he sometimes
seems as minute as if he were illuminating a missal.
Nothing escapes his sure eye for the picturesque,—the cut
of the beard, the soil of armor on the buff jerkin, the
rust on the sword, the expression of the eye. But in this
he has an artistic purpose. It is here that he
individualizes, and, while every touch harmonizes with and
seems to complete the moral features of the character,
makes us feel that we are among living men, and not the
abstracted images of men. Crabbe adds particular to
particular, scattering rather than deepening the
impression of reality, and making us feel as if every man
were a species by himself; but Chaucer, never forgetting
the essential sameness of human nature, makes it possible,
and even probable, that his motley characters should meet
on a common footing, while he gives to each the expression
that belongs to him, the result of special circumstance or
training. Indeed, the absence of any suggestion of caste
cannot fail to strike any reader familiar with the
literature on which he is supposed to have formed himself.
No characters are at once so broadly human and so
definitely outlined as his. Belonging, some of them, to
extinct types, they continue contemporary and familiar for
ever. So wide is the difference between knowing a great
many men and that knowledge of human nature which comes of
sympathetic insight and not of observation alone.

It is this power of sympathy which makes Chaucer’s
satire so kindly,—more so, one is tempted to say, than
the panegyric of Pope. Intellectual satire gets its force
from personal or moral antipathy, and measures offences
by some rigid conventional standard. Its mouth waters
over a galling word, and it loves to say Thou, pointing
out its victim to public scorn. Indignatio facit versus,
it boasts, though they might as often be fathered on envy
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or hatred. But imaginative satire, warmed through and
through with the genial leaven of humor, smiles half
sadly and murmurs We. Chaucer either makes one knave
betray another, through a natural jealousy of
competition, or else expose himself with a naiveté of
good-humored cynicism which amuses rather than disgusts.
In the former case the butt has a kind of claim on our
sympathy; in the latter, it seems nothing strange, as I
have already said, if the sunny atmosphere which floods
that road to Canterbury should tempt anybody to throw off
one disguise after another without suspicion. With
perfect tact, too, the Host is made the choragus in this
diverse company, and the coarse jollity of his
temperament explains, if it does not excuse, much that
would otherwise seem out of keeping. Surely nobody need
have any scruples with him.

Chaucer seems to me to have been one of the most purely
original of poets, as much so in respect of the world that
is about us as Dante in respect of that which is within
us. There had been nothing like him before, there has been
nothing since. He is original, not in the sense that he
thinks and says what nobody ever thought and said before,
and what nobody can ever think and say again, but because
he is always natural, because, if not always absolutely
new, he is always delightfully fresh, because he sets
before us the world as it honestly appeared to Geoffrey
Chaucer, and not a world as it seemed proper to certain
people that it ought to appear. He found that the poetry
which had preceded him had been first the expression of
individual feeling, then of class feeling as the vehicle
of legend and history, and at last had wellnigh lost
itself in chasing the mirage of allegory. Literature
seemed to have passed through the natural stages which at
regular intervals bring it to decline. Even the lyrics of
the jongleurs were all run in one mould, and the
Pastourelles of Northern France had become as artificial
as the Pastorals of Pope. The Romances of chivalry had
been made over into prose, and the ‘Melusine’ of his
contemporary Jehan d’Arras is the forlorn hope of the
modern novel. Arrived thus far in their decrepitude, the
monks endeavoured to give them a religious and moral turn
by allegorising them..

(p. 362) But with all secondary poets, as with Spenser
for example, the allegory does not become of one substance
with the poetry, but is a kind of carven frame for it,
whose figures lose their meaning, as they cease to be
contemporary. It was not a style that could have much
attraction for a nature so sensitive to the actual, so
observant of it, so interested by it, as that of Chaucer.
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He seems to have tried his hand at all the forms in vogue,
and to have arrived in his old age at the truth, essential
to all really great poetry, that his own instincts were
his safest guides, that there is nothing deeper in life
than life itself, and that to conjure an allegorical
significance into it was to lose sight of its real
meaning. He of all men could not say one thing and mean
another, unless by way of humorous contrast.

In thus turning frankly and gayly to the actual world,
and drinking inspiration from sources open to all; in
turning away from a colorless abstraction to the solid
earth and to emotions common to every pulse; in
discovering that to make the best of nature, and not to
grope vaguely after something better than nature, was the
true office of Art; in insisting on a definite purpose, on
veracity, cheerfulness, and simplicity, Chaucer shows
himself the true father and founder of what is
characteristically English literature. He has a hatred of
cant as hearty as Dr. Johnson’s, though he has a slier way
of showing it; he has the placid commonsense of Franklin,
the sweet, grave humor of Addison, the exquisite taste of
Gray; but the whole texture of his mind, thought its
substance seem plain and grave, shows itself at every turn
iridescent with poetic feeling like shot silk. Above all,
he has an eye for character that seems to have caught at
once not only its mental and physical features, but even
its expression in variety of costume,—an eye, indeed,
second only, if it should be called second in some
respects, to that of Shakespeare.

I know of nothing that may be compared with the
prologue to the ‘Canterbury Tales,’ and with that to the
story of the ‘Chanon’s Yeoman,’ before Chaucer.
Characters and portraits from real life had never been
drawn with such discrimination, or with such variety,
never with such bold precision of outline, and with such
a lively sense of the picturesque. His Parson is still
un-matched, though Dryden and Goldsmith have both tried
their hands in emulation of him. And the humor also in
its suavity, its perpetual presence and its shy
unobtrusiveness, is something wholly new in literature.
For anything that deserves to be called like it in
English we must wait for Henry Fielding.

Chaucer is the first great poet who has treated To-day
as 1f it were as good as Yesterday, the first who held up
a mirror to contemporary life in its infinite variety of
high and low, of humor and pathos. But he reflected life
in its large sense as the life of men, from the knight to
the ploughman,—the life of every day as it is made up of
that curious compound of human nature with manners. The
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very form of the ‘Canterbury Tales’ was imaginative. The
garden of Boccaccio, the supper-party of Grazzini, and the
voyage of Giraldi make a good enough thread for their
stories, but exclude all save equals and friends, exclude
consequently human nature in its wider meaning. But by
choosing a pilgrimage, Chaucer puts us on a plane where
all men are equal, with souls to be saved, and with
another world in view that abolishes all distinctions. By
this choice, and by making the Host of the Tabard always
the central figure, he has happily united the two most
familiar emblems of life,—the short journey and the inn.
We find more and more as we study him that he rises
quietly from the conventional to the universal, and may
fairly take his place with Homer in virtue of the breadth
of his humanity.

In spite of some external stains, which those who have
studied the influence of manners will easily account for
without imputing them to any moral depravity, we feel that
we can join the pure-minded Spenser in calling him ‘most
sacred, happy spirit.’ If character may be divined from
works, he was a good man, genial, sincere, hearty,
temperate of mind, more wise, perhaps, for this world than
the next, but thoroughly humane, and friendly with God and
men. I know not how to sum up what we feel about him
better than by saying (what would have pleased most one
who was indifferent to fame) that we love him more even
than we admire.

Notes

1 Tyrwhitt doubted the authenticity of ‘The Flower and the
Leaf and ‘The Cuckoo and the Nightingale.’ To these Mr.
Bradshaw (and there can be no higher authority) would
add ‘The Court of Love,’ ‘The Dream,’ ‘The Praise of
Woman, ' ‘The Romaunt of the Rose,’ and several of the
shorter poems. To these doubtful productions there is
strong ground, both moral and aesthetic, for adding ‘'The
Parson’s Tale.’

2 Compare this with the Mumbo-Jumbo Revenge in
Collins’s Ode.
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18. STOPFORD A. BROOKE, NATURAL BEAUTY

1871

The Rev. Stopford A.Brooke (1832-1916), cleric and man of
letters, in an essay on The Descriptive Poetry of
Chaucer, ‘Macmillan’s Magazine’, XXIV (1871), pp. 268-79,
makes a fresh analysis of a characteristic nineteenth-
century interest in Chaucer, promoting comparison with
painting. Unluckily, he has a genius for selecting for
discussion poems which in many cases we now know are not
by Chaucer.

The greatest world of Poetry and the most varied has been
built up by the English nation. It began with Caedmon long
ago on the wild headland of Whitby, and was ‘of the grace
of God,’ and the first song it sung was of things divine.
Then it sang of battles and the wrath of men, of old
romance, of monkish evils, and by and by of the social and
political movements, ‘of the passions and feelings of
rural and provincial England,’ by a voice which came, not
like that of Chaucer, from the court and castle, but from
the rude villages which clustered round the Malvern Hills.
At last in Chaucer it came to sing of men.

The first excellence of Chaucer, an excellence un-
approached save by Shakespeare, and in Shakespeare
different in kind, was the immense range of his human
interest and his power of expressing with simplicity and
directness the life of man. His second excellence, and it
was an excellence new to English poetry, was his exquisite
appreciation and description of certain phases of natural
beauty. With him began that descriptive poetry of England,
which, passing through many stages, has reached in our
century its most manifold development. For as the English
Painters have created the art of landscape, so have its
Poets more than those of all other nations described the
beauty of the natural world. No work, by any people, has
ever been done so well. We have passed from the
conventional landscape of Chaucer to the allegorical
landscape of Spenser. The epic landscape of Milton, varied
with ease into lighter forms in the Pastoral and the
Lyric, was followed by the landscape of Gray and Collins,
a landscape where nature was subordinated to man and to
morality. Beattie, Logan, and others infused a somewhat
sickly sentiment into their natural description, and
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nature was still unhonoured by a special worship till
Cowper began to speak his simple words about her, and
Burns, though with a limited range, described her glory in
the lover’s eye. Then arose the great natural school,
which loved Nature for her own sake. One after another,
with unparalleled swiftness of production and variety of
imagery, with astonishing individuality, Scott, Coleridge,
Byron, Wordsworth, Shelley, and Keats sang of the
mountains and skies, of the sea and woods, of streams and
moor and flowers. The landscape of Scott was accurate,
rich in colour, and romantic in note; the landscape of
Coleridge, few as were its pictures, was conceived with
passion and of a great range; the landscape of Byron was
largely composed and of delightful clearness and force;
the landscape of Shelley was transcendental, and he alone
finds an analogy in the ideal pictures of Turner; but none
have grasped with so much realism and yet with so much
spirituality, with such clearness and with such passion,
as Wordsworth and Keats—Keats in this point being only
inferior as an undeveloped artist—the aspects and the
beauty of the natural world.

The subject of this paper is the rise of this
descriptive poetry in the poems of Chaucer. I shall leave
out, in discussing his work, that which is best in it: the
delineation of human character; the close way in which
passion is grasped; the tender, yet sometimes broad
humour—broad from very healthiness of nature—which makes
his pages so delightful and so human.

I shall confine myself to those portions of his poems
which are directly descriptive of natural scenery, or of
such additions to the landscape as the scent of flowers,
the song of birds, and the pleasant noise of streams,
things which appeal to other senses than the eye, and form
part of a poetical—though not of a painted—landscape.

The landscape of Chaucer is sometimes taken from the
Italian and sometimes from the French landscape. It
possesses almost always the same elements, differently
mixed up in different poems: a May morning—the greenwood,
or a garden—some clear running water—meadows covered with
flowers—some delectable place or other with an arbour laid
down with soft and fresh-cut turf. There is no sky, except
in such rapid allusions as this, ‘Bright was the day and
blue the firmament;’ no cloud studies; no conception of
the beauty of wild nature.

His range, therefore, is extremely limited, but within
the limits his landscape is exquisitely fresh, natural,
and true in spite of its being conventional. The fact is,
though the elements of the scenery were ready made, the
composition of them gave great scope to originality, and
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Chaucer being a man of unique individuality, could not
adopt the landscape even of those poems which he
translated without making alterations; and being an
Englishman, could not write about the May morning without
introducing its English peculiarities. Moreoever, the
delightful and simple familiarity of the poet with the
meadows, brooks, and birds, and his love of them, has the
effect of making every common aspect of nature new; the
May morning is transfigured by his enjoyment of it; the
grass of the field is seen as those in Paradise beheld it;
the dew lies on our heart as we go forth with the poet in
the dawning, and the wind blows past our ear like the
music of an old song heard in the days of childhood. Half
this power lies in the sweet simplicity of the words and
in the pleasant flowing of the metre.

‘The Romaunt of the Rose’ will give us the favourite
landscape of French mediaeval poetry. The poem was written
by two men, William of Lorris, and John of Meun, the
latter carrying on the task of the former. Chaucer
translated all the work done by William, and a sixth part
of the additional work. With the poem itself we have
nothing to do, but it opens with the accredited French
landscape. One morning in May, the month of love, the
lover dreams that he rises early and goes out of the town
to hear the song of the birds in ‘the fair blossomed
boughs.’

He begins with a delightful burst of joy in the coming
of the May, the time of love and jollity, when the earth
waxeth proud with the sweet dews that on it fall, and the
birds escaped from winter are so glad for the brightness
of the sun that they must show the blitheness of their
hearts in singing.

Hard is his hert that loveth nought
In May, when al this mirth is wrought;
When he may on these braunches hear
The smale briddes syngen clere

Her blesful swete song pitous

And in this season delytous

When Love affraieth al thing.

He rises in his dream, and listening to the birds, comes
to a river, swiftly running—

For from an hille that stood ther nere,
Came down the streme full stiff and bold,
Cleer was the water and as cold

As any well is.
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He is ‘wonder glad’ to see this lusty place and the river,
and stoops down to wash his face in the clear running
water. He sees the bottom paved with gravel, full of
beautiful stones. The meadow comes right down to the
waterside, soft, sweet, and green. The morning tide is
clear, and the air temperate, and he begins to walk
through the mead, along the river bank. By and by he comes
to a garden, long and broad, and everywhere enclosed with
embattled walls, which are painted from end to end with
symbolic pictures. This is the mediaeval conception of a
wild landscape, in which men could take pleasure. It is
delicious from its simplicity and quaint order, mixed with
enough of natural freedom to distinguish it from the
garden. But it is chiefly delightful for its cool morning
atmosphere, and the impression one receives of being
bathed in fresh water and ‘attempred’ air. Nothing is
permitted in the landscape which could suggest distress or
difficulty. The trees are in full leaf, and each has wide
room to grow; the grass is smooth as in a pleasaunce; the
meadow slopes gradually to the stream. The only thing
which rushes is the river, which comes down stiff and bold
from the hill, but it is still a hill stream, not a
mountain torrent capable of devastation.

This peacefulness of temper, this soothing character of
natural beauty, combined with pleasure in cool wells and
clear water, and green meadows and the shade of trees,
mark all the mediaeval landscapes in which poet or painter
took delight. One cannot help feeling that the life of the
men and women of those times, being, as it was, much
coarser and ruder at home than ours, demanded as
refreshment this softness and sweetness in nature, just as
our over-refined home-life drives us to find refreshment
in Alpine scenery, the gloom and danger of which would
have horrified the mediaeval poet. It is impossible,
without smiling, to picture Chaucer or Boccacio in the
middle of a pine forest on the slopes of Chamouni, or left
alone with Tyndall on the glaciers of Monte Rosa. Both of
them would have been exhausted with terror.

But the author of the Romaunt cannot take full pleasure
even in this delightful nook of earth. It is too wild for
him: it is not till he enters the garden that he is
completely happy.

The garden was by mesuryng,

Right evene and square in compassing,
It as long was as it was large,

Of fruyt hadde every tree his charge,

and all the fruit was good for the service of man. There
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were pomegranates, nutmegs, almonds, figs, dates, cloves,
cinnamon: -

And many a spice delitable,
To eten whan men rise fro table.

Among these were the homelier trees, bearing peaches,
apples, medlars, plums, pears, and other fruits. Then also
the great trees for beauty—pine, olives, elms great and
strong—

Maples, asshe, oke, aspe, planes longe
Fyne ew, popler and lyndes faire,

And othere trees fulle many a payre.
These trees were setts, that I devise
One from another in assise

Five fadme or sixe.

Their branches are knit together and full of green
leaves, so that no sun can burn up the tender grass.
Doves wander under the leafy roof, squirrels leap upon
the boughs, and the conies come out upon the grass and
tourney together. In certain places, fair in shadow, are
wells, and he cannot tell the number of small streams
which mirth had ‘by devise’ conducted in conduits all
over the garden, and which made a delightful noise in
running. About the brink of these wells, and by the
streams, sprung up the grass, as thick-set and soft as
any velvet, and wet through the moisture of the place.
And it much amended all, that the earth was of such a
grace that it had plenty of flowers.

There sprang the violete alle newe

And fressche pervinke riche of hewe

And floures yelowe, white and rede;

Sic plenty grewe there never in mede.
Ful gay was alle the ground, and queynt,
And poudred, as men had it peynt

With many a fressh and sondry flour;
That casten up ful good savour.

This then is his perfect landscape. ‘I must needs stop my
tongue,’ he says, ‘for I may not without dread tell you
all the beauty nor half the goodness of this place.’

One marks in all this the subordination of nature to
man. The garden is arrayed for his delight, trees for his
shade, grass soft for his repose, all the fruits and herbs
necessary for his sickness and health, for his pleasure in
sweet scents and delicate tastes.
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I have no doubt that the idea of this submission of
nature to man, which is so constant in the poems of this
time, arose out of the account of Paradise in the Book of
Genesis, where not only the rivers water the garden but
the herbs and fruits are specially set for the service of
man, and man is placed in the garden to dress and keep it.
Eden was much more of a rich kitchen garden than one
thinks, and so is the garden here, till we come to the
rosary surrounded by the hedge, where the God of Love,
hiding behind a fig-tree, shoots the poet to the heart.

But we ought especially to observe the order and
definite arrangement of the whole, so different from our
actual dislike of nature defrauded of her own wild will.
The garden is even and square by measure; the trees are
planted in pairs, and are set five or six fathoms apart;
the small streams are led over the garden in conduits, so
as to make an ordered network in the grass.

Even in the pleasant grove which Chaucer describes in
the ‘Flower and the Leaf,’ there is the same delight in
this arrangement:-

In which were okes great, streight as a line
Under the which the gras, so freshe of hewe

Was newly sprong, and an eight foot or nine

Every tree well fro his fellowe grewe.

Observe also the definiteness of the description. We are
given the number of the feet between tree and tree.
Wordsworth tried the same sort of thing in ‘The Thorn, '’
when he described the pool—

I’'ve measured it from side to side,
‘Tis three feet long and two feet wide;

only that in Chaucer the definiteness belongs to the whole
landscape, and arises out of the distinctness with which
his imagination saw the grove, while in Wordsworth, the
poem being one of human feeling, not of natural
description, is spoiled by the revolting prosaism of these
two lines. Nothing can be worse than Wordsworth’s
introduction of himself into the midst of the passion of
the poem; we think at once of a surveyor with a two-foot
rule in his pocket.

With regard to the whole, it is worth observing that
the woods we get into in Chaucer are not the wild
greenwood of the ballads, but the pleasant woods full of
glades which were near many of the English towns. They
have nothing to do with the forest-land of England, nor
is there any savage wood in Chaucer’s poetry. The place
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Canace goes to is a grove in her father’s park at no
distance from the palace. The woodland Chaucer wanders in
is such as we have seen close to inhabited spaces, and
itself in lovely order. Palaemon and Arcite get into a
forest, it is true, but it is also close to the hunting
lodge of Theseus, and is traversed with broad green
paths, a forest as well cared for as that of Compiegne,
and of the same character.

The only description of a savage wood in Chaucer is of
that which is painted on the walls of the House of Fame:-

First on the wall was painted a forest

In which there dwelled neither man nor beaste.
With knotty, knarry barren trees old

With stubbes sharp and hideous to behold,

In which there ran a swimble in a swough.

And this is in reality not the description of what we call
a forest, but of a savage part of the Foresta of England.
In Chaucer’s time, both in England and France, the forest
was any wild land over which the people were not permitted
to hunt. Hence it came to mean uncultivated land as
opposed to cultivated. It might even mean, as it did
sometimes in France, the fisheries of the king. At any
rate it had not necessarily anything to do with woods,
though woods were included under the term. It was used to
describe open commons, like Wimbledon Common, with furze
and clumps of wild briars. It was used to describe the
chalk downs. Chaucer’s woods are, however, real woods.
He lived for the most part in London. Highgate,
Hampstead, and all the hills on the north and northwest
were then clothed with great trees; and exactly such a
landscape as we find him describing, with the soft sward
and the sparsely-planted trees, and the fresh river
running near, he could see any morning he pleased by
walking up the valley of the Fleet towards the present
ridge of the City Road.

Once more, with regard to this poem,—the ‘Romaunt of
the Rose’ and its landscape—we observe what is strange in
mediaeval work, and which certainly could not have been
the case had the poem been an Italian and not a French
one, that there is in it no delight in colour. The
leaves are said to be green, the flowers yellow, white,
and red; but there is no distinctiveness in these
expressions, and it is always the power of distinctive
allotment of colours, and the choice of such expressions
as mark minute shades of them, which proves love of
colour in a poet.

The question is, had Chaucer this love of colour? We can
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fortunately answer that question with particular accuracy.
One of ‘his poems—'The Complaynte of a Lovere’s Lyfe’—
opens with an exact imitation of the ‘Romaunt of the
Rose’—the walk through the wood by the meadows along the
river, and the entrance into the garden. A peculiar
English landscape touch is inserted, which is not found in
the French poem—the lifting of the misty vapour; but it is
the glow of colour which is so remarkable. The dew he
describes as like silver in shining upon the green mead;
flowers of every hue open out their leaves against the
sun, which, gold-burnished in his sphere, pours down on
them his beams; the river runs clear as beryl-that is, of
a bright sea-green, reflecting probably the grass. The
great stones of the encircling wall are green. Within the
garden, where the birds in plain and vale were singing so
loudly that all the wood rung

Like as it should shiver in pieces small—

a wonderful piece of descriptive audacity—and where the
nightingale was wresting out her voice with so great might
as if her heart would burst for love, Nature had tapes-
tried the soil with colour; the wind blew through white
blossoms; the hawthorn wore her white mantle; and the well
in the centre, surrounded with velvet grass, has all its
sands gold colour seen through the water pure as glass. He
has departed from the whole of his model chiefly by
insertion of colour; and he is as minute and delicate in
its finish as he is large in his broad sketches of its
distribution over a landscape. When the eagle blushes—and
the absurdity of this does not spoil the lovely piece of
colour which follows—it is

Right as the freshe redde rose newe
Against the summer sun coloured is.

When he watches the fish glancing through the brilliant
stream, he tells us that their fins are red and the scales
silver bright. Speaking of the oak leaves in spring, he
distinguishes, with great delicacy of observation, the
colour of the leaves when they first burst from the bud,
which are of a red cinereous colour, from that of the
fully expanded foliage.

Some very redde, and some a glad light grene.
When Canace, ‘bright as the young sun,’ rises very early

in the morning and walks to the dell in her father'’s park,
she sees the sun rising ruddy and broad through the wvapour
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which glides upward from the earth, and passes on to rest
beneath a tree white as chalk for dryness, a sharp
description of the gaunt white look of a blasted tree seen
in the midst of a green wood.

But of all the colours which Chaucer loved in nature, he
loved best the harmony of white and green in one of his
favourite daisied meadows. In the ‘Cuckoo and the
Nightingale’ he holds his way down by a brook-side—

Til I came to a laund of white and green,

So faire one hadde I never in been:

The ground was greene, ypoudred with daisie,
The flowers and the greves like hie

All greene and white, was nothing elles seen.

It may be, in an age when colours in art had each their
peculiar religious significance, that Chaucer, a man who
had travelled in Italy and who had himself the instinct of
symbolism, had some spiritual meaning in the constant
association of these two colours of white and green.
Green, the hue of spring, signified hope, and particularly
the hope of Immortality; white was the emblem, among other
things, of light and joy, and was always in pictures the
colour of the robe worn by the Saviour at and immediately
after His Resurrection, especially when in that touching
legend, He goes to visit His Mother first in her own
house. So that, if this conjecture be true, the whole
delight and rapture of Chaucer in a spring morning as he
lay in a daisied meadow and heard the birds chaunt their
service of praise to God, had a further sentiment to his
heart—the sentiment of religious victory, the hope and joy
of the resurrection to immortality.

Still dwelling on Chaucer’s colour, it is curious the
number of concentrated pictures which are to be found in
his poems, pictures so sharply drawn in colour that they
might be at once painted from the description. Here is one
which Burne Jones might put down in colour on the canvas.
The poet, in the conventional May morning, comes to a
green arbour in a delectable place, benched with new and
clean turf. On either side of the door a holly and a
woodbine grow. One can imagine the exquisite way these two
plants would mingle their leaves in glossy and dead
colour, the flowers of the woodbine running through both,
like one thought drifting hither and thither through
dreams; and how Chaucer must have smiled with pleasant joy
when he saw them in his vision. He looks in and the arbour
is full of scarlet flowers, and down among them, sore
wounded, ‘a man in black and white colour, pale and wan,’
is lying, bitterly complaining. Scarlet, black, white, one
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sees that, ‘flashing upon the inward eye,’ not in outline,
nor in detail, but in colour, and that is the test whether
a poet 1s a good colourist or not. It is no common
excellence. Our mind’s eye, which as we read creates the
landscape before it, demands harmony of colour in the
poetical as much as in the actual landscape. On the other
hand, to give no colour in a landscape which we know must
have colour, or to insist on one colour till the eve of
the imagination is dazzled by it, is equally bad in
poetical work.

There is a splendid study of colour, unequalled in its
way in our literature, in Chaucer’s picture of the cock in
the ‘Nun’s Priests Tale,’ The widow keeps in her yard a
famous stock of poultry—

In which she had a cock, hight Chaunteclere,
In al the lond of crowyng was noon his peere.
His vois was merier than the mery orgon,

On masse dayes that in the chirche goon;
Well sikerer was his crowyng in his logge
Than is a clok or abay orologge.

His comb was redder than the fine coral,

And battayld, as it were a castel wal.

His bile was blak, and as the geet it schon;
Like asur were his legges and his ton;

His nayles whitter than the 1lily flour,

And 1lik the burnischt gold was his colour.

It is as forcible and as brilliant as a picture of
Hondecoeter, whose cock, a glorious bird, used to sit to
him like a human being.

It is plain that a special study like this of an ani-
animal is not unfitting in the sphere of poetry, but one
may doubt whether a poetical description of a landscape,
even of so centralized a piece of landscape as that of the
arbour, ought to be so given as to be capable of being
rendered at once by the sister art of painting. It is a
well-known critical rule, that the arts ought never to
travel out of their own sphere—that no landscape in poetry
should be conceived, as it were, from a painting, nor
capable of being painted, and that no landscape picture
should be capable of being described in words. In both the
poetical and the pictorial landscape there ought to be
elements above and beyond the power of the other art to
render, and 1f Chaucer’s landscapes were always the same
as that of the arbour, and the black and white man among
the scarlet flowers, he would have been justly called an
inferior artist. But this is by no means the case; the
direct contrary is the case.
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The influence of the landscape on the senses and on the
heart is almost always clearly marked, especially the glow
and joy which the resurrection of the earth in Spring
imparts to mind and body. He cannot restrain his delight
in the colour of the trees. He breaks out:-

But Lord, so I was glad and wel begone,

For over all where I mine eyen caste

Were trees clad with leaves that aie shal last
Eche in his kind, with colour freshe and grene
As emeraude, that joy it was to sene.

He has ‘inly so great pleasure in sweet scents that he
thinks he is ravished into paradise,’ The song of the
nightingale enchants him into such an ecstasy that he does
not know, he says, ‘where he was.’ Wherever he goes, by
brook or through meadow, he throws himself with simple but
passionate feeling into the life of all things; never, as
our modern poets do, confusing himself with nature, or
imputing to her his feelings; but always humbly and
naturally receiving without a thought of himself, almost
devotionally, impressions of sensible and spiritual beauty
from the natural world. There is nothing more beautiful in
Chaucer’s landscapes than our own vision of the child-1like
man moving about in them in happy ‘ravishment. ‘We must
conceive him as painted by the host in the prologue to the
tale of ‘Sir Thopas’'—

Thou lokest as thou woldest fynde a hare,
For ever on the ground I see thee stare—

large-bodied, for the host jokes with him on his being as
round in the waist as himself—

He in the wast is schape as well as I,
but with features small and fair—
He seemeth elvisch by his countenance.

The word ‘elvisch,’ both in its then and later meaning,
touches the poetic quality of some of Chaucer’s poetry,
and the innocent mischief of his humour is elfish enough
at times. But Chaucer used the word to express nothing
more than that his features were small and delicate.

This simple childlikeness and intensity of Chaucer, two
qualities which, when they do not exclude, exalt each
other, and which, when combined in harmonious proportions,
are the first necessity of a poetic nature, flow over all
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his landscapes like the rejoicing, enchanting light of
dawn. This is the first of those elements of his poetry
which makes his landscapes impossible to be painted.

Of two other unpaintable things the landscape is also
full—of the scent of flowers, and the songs of birds, and
now and then of the noise of water.

In the ‘Flower and the Leaf,’ after describing one of
his favourite arbours and the pleasant sight of the
cornfields and the meadows, he suddenly feels so sweet an
air of the ‘eglantere’ that no heart, however overlaid
with froward thoughts but would have relief if it had once
felt this savour sweet. An additional delicacy is given to
the whole landscape by this sudden rich appeal to another
sense. The delight of a sweet smell enhances all his
pleasure. But he is not content with this alone, and here
comes in that law of harmony of which I have spoken as
marking the great artist’s work—there must be a melody of
scents, a chord of odour as a chord of colour. So further
on, as he is searching for the nightingale, he finds her
in a fresh green laurel tree,

That gave so passing a delicious smell
According to the eglantere full well.

In another poem the same thought occurs of all things in
nature, however different, being in musical accord.

And the river that I sat upon,

It made such a noise as it ron
Accordant with the bridde’s harmony;
Methought it was the best melody
That might been yheard of any mon.

Again, the whole of Chaucer’s landscapes is ringing with
the notes of birds. The woods seem to him to be breaking
to pieces with the shrill and joyous sound. He enters into
the whole of their life. He sees them tripping out of
their bowers, rejoicing in the new day. He watches them
pruning themselves, making themselves gay, and dancing and
leaping on the spray, and singing loud their morning
service to the May. He is lured into a trance by the
ravishing sweetness of the nightingale, and in the trance
he hears a battle royal between the nightingale and the
cuckoo.

At another time he sees all the small fowls, as he calls
them, clustering on the trees and of the season fain, and
he cannot help translating their song for them. Some of
them, delighted to escape the sophistries of the fowler
employed against them all the winter, sing loudly, ‘The
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fowler we defy, and all his craft.’ Others, full of the
summer, worship and praise love, and in their pleasure
turn often upon the branches full of soft blossoms crying,
‘Blessed be St. Valentine.’ At another time, they wake him
as he lies in bed through the noise and sweetness of their
song, sitting on his chamber roof and on the tiles, and
sing the most solemn service by note that ever man had
heard. And some sang low and some high, but all of one
accord. None of them fained to sing. Each of them pained
herself to find out the merriest and craftiest notes, and
not one of them spared her little throat.

They are the priests of Love in Chaucer, and they offer
up the adoration of universal nature—‘Nature the vicar of
the Almighty Lord’—to God. At the end of the ‘Court of
Love,’ all the birds meet to sing matins to Love. The poem
itself is an allegorical paraphrase of the matins for
Trinity Sunday and has been objected to as impious, but
this would be impossible in so religious a mind as
Chaucer’s, and when he makes them sing their naive matins
to the King of Love, he has the thought of Love as the law
of God’s government of the universe in his mind. Nothing
can be fresher and more charming than the poem. The birds
cluster round the desk in a temple shapen hawthorn-wise.
Each of them takes part in the service. They praise the
past season of May, and bid the flowers all hail at the
lectern. The goldfinch, fresh and gay, declares that Love
has earth in governance; the wren begins to skip and dance
with joy when she hears that pleasant tale; the throstle-
cock sings so sweet a tune that Tubal himself (for Chaucer
confuses him with Jubal), the first musician, could not
equal; the peacock, the linnet take up the service, and
the owl awaked starts out and blesses them: ‘What meaneth
all this merry fare, quoth he;’ the lark and kite join in;
and last the cuckoo comes to thank God for the joyous May,
but so heartily and so gladly that he bursts out into a
fit of laughter, Chaucer’s way of describing that
reduplication of his note when he takes to flight, cuck-
cuck-ooo. Having done, the Court of Love rushes out into
the meadows to fetch flowers fresh, and branch and bloom,
hawthorn garlands, blue and white; with these they pelt
one another, flinging primroses and violets and gold, and
the royal feast is over.

Once more, flowers form a part of the landscape of
Chaucer. They were part of nearly all the mediaeval
landscapes of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, and
were sometimes painted with exquisite skill and
tenderness. In some instances they had a definite
religious significance. Roses, as in that wonderful
trellised hedge of roses in Veronese’s picture at Venice,
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symbolize the Virgin as the Rose of Sharon. Lilies, of
course, represent purity. But when flowers and fruits are
symbolical, they are generally placed in the hands or on
the head of the saints, and do not properly form part of
the landscape.

There is a very charming instance of their religious use
in a picture of Benozzo Gozzoli in the National Gallery.
St. Jerome and St. Francis kneel at the feet of the
Virgin. A red rose-bush, full of flowers, has sprung out
of the earth at the knees of St. Jerome, a clustered plant
of the large white 1lily at the knees of St. Francis. The
meadow is full of wild flowers; these two alone are
flowers of culture, and they represent that the two saints
offer to the Virgin her own qualities of love and purity,
and strive to imitate them in their lives.

Sometimes flowers enter the mediaeval landscape as
objects of mere pleasure, for the delight which the artist
had in their colour, not with any distinct meaning. In the
picture of the Battle of Sant’ Egidio, in the National
Gallery, Paulo Uccello has filled the whole middle
distance with a hedge of red and white roses. At one end
an orange-tree, laden with golden globes of fruit, rises
beyond the hedge; at the other end is a pomegranate,
breaking open its fruits with ripeness. The picture has
been cited as a type of the neglect of the earth’s beauty
by reason of the passions of men. It may seem that to us,
but Paulo Uccello, one is sure, had no such meaning. He
brought in the roses and fruits as an ornamental
background, and if he had any further thought it was that
he wished to send Carlo Malatesta to his fate in the midst
of the flowers and fruits among which he was pleased to
sit in his garden when his guests were singing and dancing
on the grass of his rosery.

But on the whole, the Tuscan or other Italian schools
before Raphael do not take pleasure in cultivated flowers
so much as in meadows and the common wild flowers. The
grass is almost always the grass of Chaucer, soft and
sweet and moist; the meadows are generally water meadows,
and one either receives the impression of water being near
at hand from the richness of the grass, or sees the river
winding away in the distance. I take a few instances from
the National Gallery of the treatment of meadow land and
flowers by the earlier artists. They are all coincident in
feeling with Chaucer’s rapture in grass, and they
illustrate his love of wild flowers.

Perugino’s great St. Michael stands in a rich green
mead, with one or two wild flowers; but Raphael, being the
gentler angel and the angel of the earth, is walking with
Tobit through an exquisite field where the grass is short,
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like smooth turf, and full of small and brilliant flowers
of the field, blue, white, crimson, and gold, each growing
separately, like the trees in Chaucer’s grove, in lovely
order, so that, even in the open meadow, the impression of
definite arrangement and culture is given, only it is not
the culture of the garden, for the angel of the earth
loves the fields.

Filippino Lippi, in our picture, places his saints in
wild grass land, and the only flowers he admits are the
commonest, such as the flowering nettle. Piero di Cosimo,
in that strange picture of his of the Death of Procris,
places the dying maiden in a deep meadow, starred all over
with the large and small daisy, and the wild anemone. Two
tall reed-grass clusters, with flowers, shoot up on either
side of the group. Raphael’s St. Catherine stands among
marshy meadows, lush and soft, with scarcely any flowers,
not one of the garden character.

It is curious that in all these there is pleasure, not
in flowers by themselves, but in flowers and grass, and
the flowers more for the sake of the grass than the grass
for the flowers. Even in the ‘Bacchus and Ariadne,’
painted when the love of flowers had increased, and where
one would think that Titian would have made nature lavish
of her beauty, we have only the columbine, the great blue
iris, which grows wild, the lupine, and the rude
equisetum—the horse-grass which in our country springs up
in rough moorland beside the pools. Marco Basaiti, another
Venetian artist, whose landscape is not Venetian, but
almost always laid among such scenes as one sees in
travelling between Verona and Padua—terraced hills with
castles and walls running down to the plain, stone-strewed
fields, over which oxen are ploughing, a city in the
distance, a few scattered trees, a rude well and clover
meadows—gives all his strength to the clover, and almost
omits the flowers in his foreground. In that picture of
the Death of St. Peter Martyr, which Lady Eastlake has
presented to the National Gallery, the carefulness and
delight with which the clover-field and the woodland grass
are painted are as remarkable as the absence of flowers.

When cultured flowers are introduced it is either for
ornament or religion’s sake. There is a most enchanting
little group of cut flowers in a glass, standing on a ledge,
in a picture by Lorenzo di Credi. They are there purely for
the sake of their beauty, but it is the only instance of
this in the Gallery among the pictures of the fifteenth
century. All the rest—I do not speak of trees such as the
citron and pomegranate—with the omission of Paulo Uccello’s
picture, are devoted to grass and its flowers.

I have discussed this at length that we may come with
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more comprehension to the grassy landscape of Chaucer. It
forms the greater-part of all his natural description,
and his delight in it is unbounded. The flowers he
mentions, roses being excepted, are all grass flowers, or
flowers of the wild hedges, woodbine, hawthorn, the Agnus
Castus, the last a shrub of the verbena family, growing
in marshy places to the height of five and ten feet. The
crown of all is the daisy, the simplest and the
commonest. The Queen of the Leaf, in the ‘Flower and the
Leaf,’ comes in chaunting its praise—'Si douce est la
Margarete.’

His green mead, with flowers white, blue, yellow, and
red, is exactly the meadow of the fifteenth-century art.
As to the grass, he never can say enough about it, but it
is never coarse. It is turf such as grows in mossy glades;
it is small, and sweet, and soft. It is, again, so small,
so thick, so short, so fresh of hue, ‘that most like unto
grene wool, I wot, it was.’ It is often newly sprung, as
in May. It is like velvet, it is embroidered with its own
flowers. Nothing can compare with it when it shines like
silver with the dew of morning; and of all its flowers the
daisy, as I said, is the queen. The prologue of the
‘Legend of Good Women’ is entirely taken up with the the
praises of this flower. It is true he impersonates his
lady in the daisy, but the fine touches of observation,
and the enthusiasm with which he speaks, mark his love of
the flower itself. As the whole piece is characteristic, I
give an abstract of it,using Chaucer’s own words as much
as possible. He begins by describing his delight in books—
and we must remember we have here the pleasures of his
later years, for this poem is one of his last.

‘In mine heart,’ he says, ‘I have books in such
reverence that there is no game could make me leave them,
save only when the month of May is come, and the birds
begin to sing and the flowers to spring; then—farewell my
book and my devotion!’

I cannot help quoting Wordsworth in comparison:-

Books, ‘tis a dull and endless strife,
Come hear the woodland linnet;

How sweet his music—on my life
There’s more of wisdom in it.

And hark! how blithe the throstle sings,
He too is no mean preacher;

Come forth into the light of things,
Let Nature be your teacher.

Chaucer goes on: ‘0Of all the flowers in the mead I love
most those flowers white and red, such as men call daisies
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in our town. When the May comes, no day dawneth, but I am
up and walking in the meadow to see this flower spreading
in the sun when it riseth early in the morning. That
blissful sight softeneth all my sorrow. So glad am I to do
it reverence, for it is the flower of all flowers
fulfilled of all virtue and honour, fair and fresh of hue,
that I love it, and ever shall until my heart die. And
when it is eve, I run quickly, as soon as ever the sun
begin to west, to see this flower how it will go to rest
for fear of night, so hateth it darkness.’ We see at once
where Wordsworth borrowed his thoughts:-

When smitten by the morning ray

I see thee rise, alert and gay,

Then, cheerful flower, my spirits play
With kindred gladness:

And when at dusk my dews oppressed
Thou sink’st, the image of thy rest
Hath often eased my pensive breast

Of careful sadness.

Then Chaucer turns and identifies it with his lady, and
after some lovely lines proceeds to describe the fire in
his heart which drove him forth at the dawn to be at the
resurrection of the daisy when it uncloses against the
sun. He sets himself right down upon his knees to greet
it. Kneeling alway until it was unclosed upon the small,
soft, sweet grass, soon ‘full softly he begins to sink,’
and leaning on his elbow and his side, settles himself to
spend the whole day for nothing else but to look upon the
daisy, or else the eye of day, as he prettily turns its
name. When night falls he goes home and has his bed made
in an arbour strewn with flowers. He dreams a dream, and
sees the God of Love coming through a meadow, and ‘in his
hande a queen.’ She is the incarnation of the daisy. Her
habit is of green, and above the habit, which represents
the leaves, rose the flower of her head, crowned with a
crown of pearls, like the white petals of the flower, and
in the midst a fret or band of gold, the cluster of yellow
stamens. One compares this at once with Wordsworth’s ‘A
queen in crown of rubies drest.’ This is Chaucer’s hymn of
praise to the daisy, half in love of his lady, half in
real honour of the flower. It is a charming picture of the
simple and happy scholar, now verging into years; devoted
all the winter to his books, but in the spring changing
from the scholar to the poet—feeling still the secret of
the May moving in the chambers of his blood, and dawn and
evening worshipping the daisy.

Love of this flower is found again in England the moment
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the more natural school of poetry arose. In a certain
degree it has always kept its place in poetry as the
representative flower of the fields and hills; but when
the fields and hills were little looked at in England for
their own sake, the daisy drops out of our poetry as a
direct subject for song. The allusions to it are many, but
it is only when we get to Burns and Wordsworth—and
Wordsworth, at least, drew the beginnings of his ardour
for this flower from Chaucer—that the worship of this
little fairy of the field begins again.

Wordsworth has consecrated three poems to its honour.
In one he lets his busy fancy weave round it a web of
similes, quaint and far-fetched, the lawful work of
fancy, which is in poetry what wit is in prose. In
another the imagination, which is related to humour,
follows the daisy from field to mountain side and forest
brook, and marks its varied relations to sudden moods of
human feeling. In another, he carries it into a higher
but a less poetical region, dwelling on the concord of
its daily 1life with that of humanity, and turning it into
a moral lesson.

The poem of Burns is an elegy over the fate of one of
these flowers done to death by his ploughshare. It is
exquisitely tender, less loaded with thought than
Wordsworth’s poems, but coming home with more poetic
intensity to the nature of the flower. Can anything be
happier than this?

Cauld blew the bitter-biting North
Upon thy early humble birth,
Yet cheerfully thou glinted forth
Amid the storm,
Scarce reared above the parent earth
Thy humble form. There in the scanty mantle clad,
Thy snowy bosom sunward spread,
Thou 1lift’s thy unassuming head
In humble guise.

But Chaucer’s delight in the daisy is more natural, less
mixed up with reflection, more direct, and when he does
mingle its image with that of Alcestis or of his wife, the
two are more completely fused together by imagination than
is the case with Wordsworth or Burns. The flower is first
in Chaucer. In Wordsworth one thinks more of the thoughts
than of the flower. In Burns we pity the flower, and its
fate is woven in with the fate of luckless bard and
artless maid. But Chaucer would not have considered the
ruin which befell the daisy at the hands of Burns a fit
subject for poetry. He would have shrunk from it as a
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sacrilege. Agricultural work on his meadows would have
been abominable. They were to be kept soft, and smooth,
and sweet, for poets, and knights, and ladies to walk on
and to meditate. If daisies had to be destroyed by the
plough, let the fact be ignored by the poet.

Mr. Ruskin, dwelling on this sentimental view of
nature—looked on no longer with the eye of the farmer,
for use, but with the eye of the gentleman, for beauty—
thinks that the mediaeval pleasure in flowers became
connected with less definite gratitude to God for the
produce of the earth.

This, at least, is not true of Chaucer. Through a great
part of his descriptions there exhales an indefinite
incense of reverence and thankfulness to God for the
beauty of the fields. The religious tone is marked. Even
in the more humorous poems, such as the ‘Assembly of
Foules,’ where Nature, the goddess, is enthroned on a
hill enriched with grass and daisies, we are made to feel
that Nature is of God, and that the beauty and perfection
of the queen is not intrinsic but delegated beauty; and
when the daisy is identified with his lady, the wife he
loved so well, and made the mistress of all the flowers,
we know from many an allusion, that in Chaucer’s
reverential thought the grace of his lady is derived from
the grace of God.

19. FREDERICK JAMES FURNIVALL, WORK AT CHAUCER

1873

F.J.Furnivall (1825-1910), educated at London University
and Trinity Hall, Cambridge, was the dominant figure in
the discovery and scholarship of earlier English
literature in the nineteenth century. His personality was
lively and genial and among many interests in social and
educational reform he founded a number of literary
societies including the Early English Text Society (1864)

and the Chaucer Society (1868). He printed transcriptions
of many early texts, and inspired much work in others. The
following extract from ‘Macmillan’s Magazine’, March 1873

(XXVII), pp. 383-93, is representative of his attitudes,
style and interests, and suggests something of the
foundation of scholarship being laid. Henry Bradshaw
(1831-86) was Librarian of the University Library,
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Cambridge, where many of his working papers on Chaucer
remain.

RECENT WORK AT CHAUCER

Following the revival of Gothicism in architecture and of
Pre-Raphaelism in painting, has come (says a critic) a
revival of Antiquarianism in literature, a conviction that
it is the duty of cultured Englishmen to study the early
records of their language and social history, and, in
order that they may study these, first to print the
manuscripts containing them. That this conviction is not
yet widely spread is evidenced by the state of the
subscription-lists of some of the printing societies that
have of late years sprung into existence. The Chaucer
Society, for instance, has, out of the millions of Great
Britain, found just sixty men in England and Wales, five
in Scotland, and one in Ireland, to support it; and, but
for the help of Professor Child and his friends in the
United States, could never have crept into being.-—-Still,
it is something to have a Chaucer Society alive; and it is
more to have grounds for hope that the pitiable
indifference (due to pure ignorance) shown by the
classically-trained men of the present generation to the
second greatest English poet—which Chaucer incontestably
is—will not be shared by their successors, the youths and
boys now training at college and school...

Taking therefore for granted that the study of Early
English has revived and is spreading, though miserably
slowly, in England and elsewhere, let us ask what that
study has done for CHAUCER, that tenderest, brightest,
most humourful sweet soul, of all the great poets of the
world, whom a thousand Englishmen out of every thousand
and one are content to pass by with a shrug and a sneer:
‘How can one find time to read a man who makes “poore” two
syllables? Life is not long enough for that.’

To his successors Chaucer was the sun in the firmament
of poetry...

The first man to try and get rid of some of the rubbish
that had been piled round Chaucer’s name was the first
real editor of the ‘Canterbury Tales,’ Thomas Tyrwhitt. He
unluckily did not follow up his edition of Chaucer’s great
work by an edition of the ‘Minor Poems;’ but in his
Glossary to the Tales, publisht in 1778, he gave a list of
those works attributed to Chaucer which he considered
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genuine, and another list of those that he thought
spurious. With his judgment subsequent editors,
reprinters, and biographers, have been content, and have
presented to us as genuine Chaucer—besides the works named
above—the following poems, together with the prose
‘Testament of Love.’

The Court of Love;

The Cuckoo and the Nightingale;

The Flower and the Leaf;

Chaucer’s Dream (or Isle of Ladies);
The Romaunt of the Rose;

The Complaint of the Black Knight;
A Goodly Ballade of Chaucer;

A Praise of Women;

A Roundel, Virelai, and Prophecy.

Now most of these poems, as well as the prose ‘'Testament,’
contain biographical details as to their several writers;
and Chaucer’s biographers, with a boldness to be wondered
at, and a want of caution to be condemned, quietly mixt up
all these details with the known events of Chaucer’s life,
and vowed that their hodge-podge was pure flour, their
medley all one hue. They made Chaucer write poems before
he was born, married him to one or two other men’s wives,
banished him from England, put him in prison, gave him
somebody else’s son, and generally danced him about on the
top of his head.

The ways taken to quiet these antics were, for one man
to search the Issue Rolls of the Exchequer, and find out
from them where Chaucer was when the half-yearly payments
of his pension were made to him—whether in Zealand, in
prison, or quietly at home—and for other men to settle the
much more important question of what were Chaucer’s
genuine works, so that the life details in these alone
might be set down to him, and also his genius cleared from
the reproach of having written much poor stuff attributed
to it. The first part of this work was undertaken by Sir
Harris Nicolas, who in 1845 wrote a Life of Chaucer for
Pickering’s reprint of Chaucer’s Poetical Works, and for
it ransackt the Patent and Issue Rolls, which Godwin had
used but sparingly. He showed that while Chaucer was said
to have been in banishment and in great distress, he was
quietly doing the duties of his two offices in the Customs
in London, and ‘that at the very moment when he is
supposed to have been a prisoner in the Tower, he was
sitting in Parliament as a Knight of the Shire for one of
the largest counties in England.’ Another most important
addition to the external evidence as to the life of
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Chaucer was made in 1866 by Mr. Edward A.Bond, the present
Keeper of the Manuscripts in the British Museum—for whose
class catalogue thereof may his memory be blesst!—who got
out of an old book-cover some bits of the household book
for 1356-9 of the wife of Prince Lionel, Edward III's
third son, which bits contained three entries of payments
for clothes for ‘Geoffrey Chaucer,’ probably her page. The
finding of these entries rendered almost certain the fact
that when Chaucer swore in 1386 that he was fourty years
old and upwards, he did not mean fiftyeight, but, say,
fourty-six, which would make his birth year 1340, a date
with which the internal evidence from his poems
harmonizes. The investigation of this internal evidence,
or the second part.of the work mentioned above, was
undertaken independently by two men unknown to each other;
first in England, by Mr. Henry Bradshaw, Fellow of King’s
and Librarian of the University of Cambridge—who,
unluckily for all English students, has persistently
refused to print any account of his process and his
results—and Professor Bernhard ten Brink, Professor of the
Neo-Latin Languages at Marburg in Cassel, and Professor-
elect of English at the re-founded University of
Strassburg, who, like a true German uhlan, suddenly and
most unexpectedly made his appearance one morning by his
‘Chaucer: Studien zur Geschichte seiner Entwicklung und
zur Chronologie Seiner Schriften, erster Theil, 1870,’ and
carried off from England the main credit of the reform or
re-creation of Chaucer.

The chief test with which these two scholars workt was
the rymes of Chaucer, similar ryme-solvents having been
long used on the Continent with great effect, though never
applied to an English poet here before...

The authenticity of Chaucer’s chief poems being thus
confirmed, lists of the rymes in them were made
independently by Mr. Bradshaw and Professor ten Brink, and
these were then applied as a test—first to the ‘Death of
Blaunche’ and the ‘Romance of the Rose,’ and then to all
the other poems named in the list on p. [169], which had
been attributed to Chaucer by old printers, &c., and even
by Tyrwhitt.

The ‘Death of Blaunche’ stood the test, and was
therefore set down as genuine; the ‘Romance of the Rose’
unexpectedly failed, and Mr. Bradshaw at once
unhesitatingly said—'This cannot be Chaucer’s version. The
one he wrote must be lost, or hasn’t yet been found.’
Professor ten Brink and I argued for the known version for
a time: that it might have been Chaucer’s earliest piece
of work; that in it he might have followed his less
careful predecessors, Minot, Shoreham, Robert of Brunne,
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&c.- but we were obliged to acknowledge that the claim of
the present version to be Chaucer’s could not be
establisht, and we now almost share Mr. Bradshaw’s opinion
that this ‘Rose’ is not Chaucer’s.

The ryme-test was then applied to the list of poems on p.
[169] above, together with the manuscript ‘Balade,’
‘Cronicle,’ and continuation of the ‘Pity,’ and every one of
them broke down under it; every one sinned against Chaucer’s
laws of ryme. These poems were accordingly all labelled
‘spurious;’ and they must remain so ticketed till any critic
can establish their genuineness—a hard task, for every one
of them contains further internal evidence showing its
spuriousness.—The ‘Testament of Love’ being prose, the ryme
test could not be applied to it; but the mere reading of its
confusion and straggling, the mere noting of its writer’s
strong praise of Chaucer, and the absolute inconsistency of
its biographical details with the known facts of Chaucer’s
life, made one set it aside at once as never written by him.
The supposition of its genuineness is preposterous.

With the ground thus cleared from the sham works,
Chaucer’s real ones could be approacht with a certainty
that trustworthy information about him could be got from
them, that their order of writing could be found out, and
thus the great poet’s development of mind and life made
clear. This was the object of, and justification for, all
the previous work...

[Professor ten Brink] was the first man to throw a real
light on the distinction between genuine and spurious in
Chaucer’s works, and the true order of succession in those
works. Single-handed he did it without ever having seen a
Chaucer manuscript, or heard of a Chaucer Society, and with
no better books at hand than hundreds of Englishmen had had
on their shelves for many years past. Alone he beat us, and
beat us well, on our own ground. All honour to him for it!
He is well worthy to be one of those who are to lay anew the
foundations of a great University of Strassburg.

Professor ten Brink showed that the first great
distinction between Chaucer’s works was to be made between
the early and poorer ones when he was under French
influence, and the later and finer poems written after he
had come under Italian influence, had read Dante, Boccaccio,
Petrarca, had visited Italy in 1372. Before this year, in
Chaucer’s first period, the Professor put the ‘Romance of
the Rose,’ and ‘The Death of Blaunche,’ In the second
period, 1372-84, he put the ‘Life of St. Cecile,’ ‘Parlament
of Fowles,’ ‘Palamon and Arcite,’ ‘Boece,’ ‘Troylus,’ and
‘Hous of Fame,’ all of which he treated at length; and then
promist to deal in his Second Part with the works of the
third and greatest period of Chaucer’s life, 1385-1400, to
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which belonged, at least, the Legende of Good Women,
Astrolabe, Anelida and Arcite, Canterbury Tales, and Mars
and Venus.

This arrangement made clear the process of Chaucer’s
development, and was an immense gain to students; but it did
not disclose the secret of Chaucer’s early life. The short
poems were not workt in with the longer ones; the
‘Compleynte to Pity’ was not noticed; and yet in it lay the
explanation of the sadness of all Chaucer’s early work, his
sympathy with the mourning Duke of Lancaster, the forsaken
Mars, the abandoned Anelida, the deserted Troylus, the
lovelorn Dido. For, in truth, he himself had begun his life
with bitterly disappointed love, and its pangs shot through
him for many a year before he could write the merry lines
which laugh with gladness still. Most happily for us,
Chaucer has himself identified himself with the suffering
lover of the ‘Pity’ by an after-allusion which is
indisputable. In his ‘Death of Blaunche the Duchesse (of
Lancaster)’'—she died September 12, 1369—Chaucer tells us
that he cannot sleep at night because ‘he has been ill for
eight years, and yet his cure is no nearer, for there is but
one physician who can heal him. But that is done. Pass on.
What will not be, must needs be left.’ Thus quietly does he
then speak of his disappointed love. But if we turn to his
‘Compleynte to Pity’ of a year or two earlier, when his
rejection was fresh in his mind, we there find the
passionate sad pleadings of his early love. He tells us that
when after the lapse of ‘certeyne yeres’—seven must he have
served in vain, like Jacob, for his desire—during which he
had sought to speak to his love, at last, even before he
could speak, he saw all pity for him dead in her heart; and
down he fell, dead as a stone while his swoon lasted. Then
he arose; and to her, in all her beauty, he still prayed for
mercy and for love... A touching poem it is, and a touching
story it tells, to those who read it aright: the poet’s
young love crusht in the bud, and he, who has been the
comfort and joy of many souls, left to say of himself, as he
does of Troylus:-

But forthe hire cours Fortune ay gan to holde:
Criseyde loveth the sonne of Tydeus;
And Troilus mot wepe in cares colde.
Suich is this worlde, who so kan it beholde!
In ech estat is litel hertes reste!
God leve us for to take it for the beste!
(Troylus, Bk. V., st. ccli., 1759-64)

This is the key to Chaucer’s early life; and the man who
would understand him must start with him in his sorrow,
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walk with him through it into the fresh sunshine of his
later life, and then down to the chill and poverty of his
old age. ‘Out of the bitter cometh the sweet,’ and never
was the adage better verified than in Chaucer, whose early
sadness produced his joyous prime.

Want of space prevents my following up here the tracks
of disappointed love through Chaucer’s other early minor
poems, or dwelling on the most interesting revival of it—
seemingly after a reconciliation—as seen in the standard
version of his Prologue to the ‘Legende of Good Women, ’
when compared with the unique version printed in the
Chaucer Society’s ‘'0dd Texts,’ from MS. Gg. 4. 27 in the
Cambridge University Library. But one cannot insist too
strongly on the fact that Chaucer’s works, like those of
every other writer, must be studied chronologically by the
man who wants to understand fully them and their writer;
and in the following order should they be read:-

FIRST PERIOD
? ABC.
1367-8. Pity
1369. Death of Blaunche.

SECOND PERIOD
1373? St. Cecile (Second Nun’s Tale).
Parlament of Fowles.
Compleynte of Mars.
Anelida and Arcite.
Boece. ?Former Age.
Troylus.
Adam Scrivener.
1384. Hous of Fame.

THIRD PERIOD (greatest)
1386. Legende of Good Women.
Canterbury Tales (1373-1400; Prologue, 1388).
Truth.
? Mother of God.

FOURTH PERIOD
1391. Astrolabe.
Compleynt of Venus.
1393? Envoy to Skogan.
Marriage.
Gentleness.
1397? Lack of Stedfastness.
1398? Fortune.
1399,

Sept }Purse (to Henry IV).
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The order of dates of the ‘Canterbury Tales’ is not yet
quite workt out; but clearly the following are late:-The
Canon’s, Yeoman’s, Manciple’s (note the moralizing at the
end of both), Monk’s, Parson’s. As clearly these, with the
general Prologue, belong to Chaucer’s best time: The
Miller’s, Reeve’s, Cook’s, Wife’s Preamble (and the Tale
too), Merchant’s, Friar’s, Nun'’s, Priest’s, Pardoner'’s,
and perhaps the Sompnour’s. No doubt these are before the
Third Period: Second Nun’s (the earliest), Doctor’s, Man
of Law’s, Clerk’s, Prioress’s, Squire’s, and Franklin’s,
?Thopas, and Melibe, with The Knight'’s Tale, in its first
cast. Thus far had one got, when Mr. Hales supplied the
generalization wanted—'Power of characterization is the
true test. Where you know the people in the Tales, as you
do those in the Prologue, there you have work of Chaucer’s
best time, say 1386-90. Who knows which is Palamon and
which is Arcite? The Knight’s Tale must be comparatively
early, though a few late lines that imply 1387 may have
been put into it. The Tales, too, that take half-views of
life, like the Clerk’s, Grisilde, the Man of Law’s, and
Constance, must be before the best time too.’

With this guide every reader can work out the succession
of the Tales for himself, and mix them in proper order
with the Minor Poems as ranged above. He will then see
Chaucer, not only outwardly as he was in the flesh-—page,
soldier, squire, diplomatist, Customhouse officer, Member
of Parliament, then a suppliant for protection and favour,
a beggar for money; but inwardly as he was in the spirit—
clear of all nonsense of Courts of Love, &c.—gentle and
loving, early timid and in despair, sharing others’
sorrow, and by comforting them, losing part of his own;
yet long dwelling on the sadness of forsaken love, seeking
the ‘consolalation of philosophy,’ watching the stars,
praying to the ‘Mother of God;’ studying books, and, more
still, woman’s nature; his eye open to all the beauties of
the world around him, his ear to the ‘heavenly harmony’ of
birds’ song; at length becoming the most gracious and
tender spirit, the sweetest singer, the best pourtrayer,
the most pathetic, and withal the most genial and
humourful healthy-souled man that England had ever seen.
Still, after 500 years, he is bright and fresh as the glad
light green of the May he so much loved; he is still
second only to Shakespeare in England, and fourth only to
him and Dante and Homer in the world. When will our
Victorian time love and honour him as it should? Surely,
of all our poets he is the one to come home to us most.

We have hitherto dwelt together mainly on the most
overlookt of Chaucer’s works, his Minor Poems, those
produced in the first of the two great divisions of his
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life, the pathetic and romantic period, and we may now
turn to his great work, the ‘Canterbury Tales,’ in its
best-known parts the production of his later and finer
period, the humorous and contemporary-life one. For
Chaucer was not like Tennyson. The cloud of his early
loss was not on him to the end; his temperament was
cheerier, his time perchance less ‘real,’ less ‘earnest’;
the burden of the years perhaps was less. So the earlier
poet passt from sadness into joy, or at least to mirth,
while the Victorian one sings still in age the grave and
purposeful notes of his youth. What a contrast, too,
these two poets are in other respects! Set side by side
the strenuous wrestling of Tennyson with the deepest
problems of his age, and the sunny sketches by Chaucer of
the surface of his; compare the finisht art and tenacity
of subject of the modern with the careless ease (1) and
quick-tiring of the old one. Alike in perfection of
metre, alike in love of women fair and good, how
different are they in freshness and grace, how far apart
in humour and moral intensity. Put Tennyson judging
Guinevere beside Chaucer sparing Cressid ‘for very
routhe:’ set the ‘Northern Farmer’ by the ‘Miller,’ or
any like character in the Canterbury Prologue, and the
difference between poet and poet, as well as age and age,
will be felt; just as when one takes up ‘Middlemarch,’ or
Mrs. Browning'’s poems, after reading Chaucer’s ‘Wife of
Bath,’ his ‘Constance,’ or ‘Grisilde,’ one feels the
wondrous change that five hundred years have wrought in
English women and women’s nature. When has the world
matcht ours, of this Victorian time?

But to return to Chaucer. His Canterbury Prologue and
humorous Tales show us a new man—a man whose existence
indeed was indicated before by that most comical bird-jury
scene in the ‘Parlament of Fowles,’ and by the creation of
Pandarus in the ‘Troylus,’ but a man so different from the
sad lover of the ‘Pity,’ the ‘Anelida,’ the ‘Troylus,’
that but for the music of his verse, his love of women and
his insight into them, one might be excused for asking, Is
this Chaucer still? A change has come over him. As Claude
among painters first set the sun in the heavens, so now
into his own heart Chaucer first let sunshine come, and
thence reflect, gilding all on whom it shone. His humour
glanced over all the England he could see, and he has left
us such photographs of the folk that rode with him, that
dwelt about him—pictures aglow with life’s own hues—as, I
dare say, no other poet ever left of any land to after
times. Who can look at them now, who can read the oft-
conned lines, without his heart opening, his hand
stretching out, to greet the sunny soul that penned them?
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I do not, however, propose to discuss here Chaucer’s
place as a poet, or the value and meaning of his
‘Canterbury Tales,’ or even the light they throw on his
character or life. My business is with the Chaucer
Society’s work on the Tales, in order to show what has
been lately done for the clearing-up of the structure, and
improvement of the text, of our poet’s greatest work. The
Chaucer Society was founded in 1868, first, from the
conviction that it was a mean and unpatriotic thing of
Englishmen to have done so little as they had for their
great poet’s memory; and, secondly, from the wish to
supplement Mr. Bradshaw’s work, and prepare for his
projected edition, and for all future students of Chaucer,
material not easily accessible to them. For this purpose
the six finest and oldest unprinted vellum manuscripts of
the ‘Canterbury Tales,’ all copied within from twenty to
fourty years of Chaucer’s death, were chosen from public
and private collections to be printed in parallel columns,
so that their various readings and spellings might be at
once apparent. With the exception of Lord Ashburnham—who
refused to allow his MSS. to be even seen—all the noblemen
and gentlemen in England who owned Chaucer MSS. readily
granted the use of their treasures to the Society; and the
private MSS. at last selected were, first, the magnificent
illustrated MS. of Lord Ellesmere, the choicest Chaucer
MS. in the world; second, the rat-gnawed and ill-used but
excellent MS. of the old Hengwrt collection, belonging to
Mr. William W.E.Wynne of Peniarth, a most interesting MS.
for its type; and thirdly, the spotless and gorgeously-
clad MS. of Lord Leconfield at Petworth House, an old
Percy treasure which has been in the possession of the
family for at least four hundred years, when the fourth
Earl’s arms were blazoned at its end. The public MSS.
chosen were, first, the oldest and most curious one at
Cambridge, in the University Library, remarkable not only
from its dialectal peculiarities and its having been
largely corrected by a contemporary reviser, but also for
its containing the best copies extant of many of Chaucer’s
minor poems (including his ‘Troilus’), and also the unique
version of the first cast of his ‘Prologue to the Legende
of Good Women;'’ secondly, the earliest and best MS. at
Oxford, that in Corpus Christi College, a good
representative of the second or B type of MSS.; and
thirdly, from the British Museum, the probably second-best
complete MS., Lansdowne 851, because the best, Harl. 7334,
had already been edited and printed three times—by Mr.
Thomas Wright, Mr. Jephson (for R.Bell’s annotated
edition), and Dr. Richard Morris (for G.Bell’s Aldine
edition) .
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Now, these manuscripts varied greatly in their
arrangements of the Tales; and the question was, which was
right, or whether they all were wrong. Previous editors,
knowing no better, had followed the order of the MS. they
printed, and had patcht up the bad joins in it with dabs
of spurious putty. The consequence was, a regular muddle
as to the journey and geography; places on the road to
Canterbuty, like Rochester, thirty miles from town, being
made to come after Sittingbourne, which is forty miles
from it, &c. As Dean Stanley said in his interesting
‘Historical Memorials of Canterbury’:-

Not only are the stages of the route indistinctly
marked, but the distances are so roughly calculated as
to introduce into the geography, though on a small
scale, incongruities almost as great as those which
disfigure the ‘Winter’s Tale’ and ‘The Two Gentlemen of
Verona.’ The journey, although at that time usually
occupying three or four days, is compressed into the
hours between sunset and sunrise on an April day; an
additional pilgrim is made to overtake them within seven
miles of Canterbury, ‘by galloping hard for three
miles,’ and the tales of the last two miles occupy a
space equal to an eighth part of the whole journey of
fifty miles.

It is, perhaps, needless to say that Chaucer was not such
a muddler or goose as the scribes, editors, and critics
had made him for five hundred years; but no one could
prove it till Mr. Bradshaw, who had carefully separated
the Tales into their constituent fragments or groups, one
day quietly lifted up his tenth fragment (containing the
Tales of the Shipman, Prioress, sir Thopas, Melibe, Monk,
and Nun’s Priest) to its right place as fragment 3, or the
second part of Group B, for which Chaucer wrote it, when
at once the whole scheme came right. Rochester got into
its proper place, the journey turned into the regular
three or four days’ one, and all the allusions to time,
place, former tales &c., at once harmonized. The Chaucer
Columbus had made his egg stand.

Note

1 The outcome of a supreme artistic nature.
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20. JOHN WESLEY HALES, PITY AND IRONY

1873

Hales (1836-1914), educated at Glasgow University and
Christ’s College, Cambridge, became Professor of English
Literature at King’s College, London. In an essay on
Chaucer and Shakespeare in ‘The Quarterly Review’, CXXXIV
(1873), pp. 225-55, after an account of the recent
founding of the Chaucer Society, he presents Chaucer as
unsentimental and ironic, as well as sympathetic.

(p. 236) Assuredly Chaucer was endowed in a very high
degree with what we may call the pathetic sense. It would
seem to have been a favourite truth with him that

Pite renneth sone in gentil herte.

It ran ‘sone’ and abundantly in his own most tender bosom.
But he is never merely sentimental or maudlin. We can
believe that the Levite of the Parable shed a tear or two
as he crossed over to the ‘other side’ from where that
robbed and wounded traveller lay, and perhaps subsequently
drew a moving picture of the sad spectacle he had so
carefully avoided. Chaucer’s pity is of no such quality.
It springs from the depths of his nature; nay, from the
depths of Nature herself moving in and through her
interpreter.

Another respect in which Chaucer is not unworthy of some
comparison with his greater successor is his irony. We use
the word in the sense in which Dr. Thirlwall uses it of
Sophocles in his excellent paper printed in the
‘Philological Museum’ some forty years ago, and in which
Schlegel, in his ‘Lectures on Dramatic Literature,’ uses
it of Shakespeare, to denote that dissembling, so to
speak, that self-retention and reticence, or at least,
indirect presentment, that is a frequent characteristic of
the consummate dramatist, or the consummate writer of any
kind who aims at portraying life in all its breadth. We
are told often enough of the universal sympathy that
inspires the greatest souls, and it is well; but let us
consider that universal sympathy does not mean blind,
undiscriminating, wholesale sympathy, but precisely the
opposite. Only that sympathy can be all-inclusive that is
profoundly intelligent as well as intense; and this
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profound intelligence is incompatible with any complete
and unmitigated adoration. The eyes that scrutinise the
world most keenly, though they may see infinite
noblenesses that escape a coarser vision, yet certainly
see also much meanness and pravity. Hence, to speak
generally, for exceptions do not concern us, there is no
such thing amongst the deep-seeing and really man-learned
as unqualified and absolute admiration. And thus the
supremest writers have no heroes in the ordinary
acceptation of that term. There is not a hero in all
Shakespeare; not even Harry the Fifth is absolutely so.
For a like reason, there is no quite perfect villain.
Neither monsters of perfection nor of inperfection find
favour with them that really know mankind. Thus a real
master never completely identifies himself with any one of
his characters. To say that he does so is merely a fagon
de parler. They are all his children, and it cannot but be
that some are dearer to him than others, but not one, if
he is wise, is an idol unto him. His irony consists in the
earnest, heartfelt, profound representation of them, while
yet he is fully alive to their failings and failures. It
is observable only in the supremest geniuses. Men of
inferior knowledge and dimmer light are more easily
satisfied. They make golden images for themselves and fall
down and worship them. Shakespeare stands outside each one
of his plays, a little apart and above the fervent figures
that move in them, like some Homeric god that from the
skies watches the furious struggle, whose issue is
irreversibly ordered by Mo pa KpaTalﬁ—that cannot save
Sarpedon or prolong the days of Achilles. Chaucer, too, in
a similar way abounds in secondary meanings. What he
teaches does not lie on the surface. He never resigns his
judgment or ceases to be a free agent in honour of any of
the characters he draws. He never turns fanatic. He hates
without bigotry; he loves without folly; he worships
without idolatry. This excellent temper of his mind
displays itself strikingly in the Prologue, which, with
all its ardour, is wholly free from extravagance or self-
abandonment .

It is because his spirit enjoyed and retained this
lofty freedom that it was so tolerant and capacious. He,
like Shakespeare, was eminently a Human Catholic, no mere
sectary. He refused to no man an acknowledgment of
kindred; for him there were no poor relations whom he
forbade his house, or neighbours so fallen and debased
that in their faces the image of God in which man was
made was wholly obliterated. And it is because his
understanding is thus wide and deep, and his sympathies
commensurate with that understanding, that his ethical
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teaching is, for all time, sound and true. He is no
formal or formulating moralist; he never adds his voice
to the mere party cries of his day, or concentrates his
energies on any dogma. To speak of him as a zealous
religious reformer is ridiculous; far other was his
business. But yet_he was a great moral teacher, one of
our greatest—UET'auﬁuova‘anefwva. All the world’s a
school, if we may adapt Jaques’ words, and all the men
and women merely school-children. Chaucer is a teacher in
this great-world-school, and in no lesser or special
seminary; and the lessons he gives are ‘exceeding broad.’
They are such as life itself gives. They breathe out of
his works in a natural stream, no mere accidents, but the
essential spirit of them, to be discovered not by the
labels but in the works themselves...

There is just one point of personal likeness between
Chaucer and Shakespeare that we wish to notice. Of each
man, as his contemporaries knew him, the chief
characteristic was a wonderful loveableness of nature.

21. WILLIAM MINTO, THE SPIRIT OF CHIVALRY

1876

Minto (1845-93), Professor of Logic and English at
Aberdeen University, in his article for the ninth edition
of the ‘Encyclopaedia Britannica’, vol. 5, gives a
sensible account of the then state of knowledge, though
his scepticism about the value of mechanistic rhyme-tests
in making and denying attributions, and his fondness for
his own productions, lead him into some critical folly.
But his general view of Chaucer’s relation to society and
to literary tradition is fresh and penetrating.

(p. 451)..inelasticity of conjecture appears in the
grounds on which certain of the works commonly attributed
to Chaucer are rejected as spurious. The ‘Testament of
Love’, the ‘Assembly of Ladies’, and the ‘Lamentation of
Mary Magdalene’ bear no internal marks of being
Chaucer’s, and are now universally rejected; but of late
some commentators have adopted a test of genuineness
which would deprive us of several works which are in no
respect unworthy of Chaucer’s genius. It is known from
Chaucer’s own statement in the undisputed ‘Legend of Good
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Women’ that he translated the ‘Roman de la Rose’, but Mr
Bradshaw refuses to believe that the extant translation,
of which we have only one 15th century manuscript, can be
his, because its rhymes do not conform to a rhyme-test
which Chaucer observed in works which are undoubtedly
his. The extant ‘Romance of the Rose’ admits the
adverbial ly to rhyme with the adjectival or infinitival
ye, and it cannot be Chaucer’s because y is never allowed
to rhyme with ye in the ‘House of Fame’ and the

‘Canterbury Tales’. For the same reason-no other of any
shadow of validity has yet been adduced—the ‘Court of
Love,’ which Mr Swinburne calls ‘that most beautiful of

young poems,’ and the ‘Flower and the Leaf, which Dryden
and Hazlitt have praised and quoted as a choice example
of the poet’s genius, have also been pronounced to be
spurious. We cannot give up such poems unless more urgent
reasons are advanced for their confiscation. They cannot
be set aside as spurious so long as their variation from
the rhyming rule, which the commentators have shown much
ingenuity in detecting, can be explained in any
reasonable way. There is no getting over the plain
question which every one asks when first told that they
are not Chaucer’s. If they are not his, who else could
have written them? Is it conceivable that the name of the
writer of such works could have been utterly unknown in
his own generation, or if known could have been by
accident or design so completely suppressed? If he
deliberately tried to palm them off as Chaucer’s upon the
transcribers, would not this rule of rhyme have been
precisely the sort of mechanical likeness which he would
have tried to preserve? The ‘Court of Love’ we have
special reasons for declining to give up. It might be
argued that, though the ‘Flower and the Leaf bears
internal marks of being Chaucer’s, although its
picturesque richness, its tender atmosphere, and the soft
fall of its words are like his, yet it is easy to grow
the plant once you have the seed, and it may be the work
of an imitator. The ‘Flower and the Leaf’ professes to be
written by a lady, and there may have been at the court
some wonderful lady capable of it, although it passed in
the monkish scriptorium as Chaucer’s. But there is some
external evidence for the authenticity of the ‘Court of
Love’, which also contains traces of Chaucer’s most
inimitable quality, his humour. Mr Minto has put forward
some minor considerations for believing this to be
Chaucer’s (‘Characteristics of English Poets’, p. 22),
but the strongest fact in its favour is that the ‘Court
of Love’ was imitated by James I of Scotland in the
‘King’s Quhair’, and that in paying the customary
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compliment to his poetical masters, he mentions no names
but Lydgate and Gower, who were clearly incapable of
writing the poem, and Chaucer...

At what periods of his life Chaucer wrote his poetry,
we have no means of ascertaining. There are no
manuscripts of any of his works that can be referred to
his own time; the earliest of them in existence are not
supposed to have been written till several years after
his death. The only one of his works of which the date is
fixed by an external circumstance is the ‘Book of the
Duchess’; if, as is taken for granted, this was written
to commemorate the death of the wife of his patron, John
of Gaunt, its date is 1369. Chaucer, if born in 1340,
would then have been twenty-nine, and there is none of
his extant works, except the translation of the ‘Romance
of the Rose’, and the ‘Dream’ (which we hold to be
Chaucer’s, though its authenticity is not worth
contending for), which can be confidently assigned to an
earlier period. Philogenet, in the ‘Court of Love’,
professes to be eighteen, but this is not the slightest
reason for concluding that Chaucer was that age when he
wrote it. The ‘Book of the Duchess’ is certainly not very
mature work for a poet of twenty-nine, and it is probable
that Chaucer did not cultivate the art, as he certainly
did not develop the faculty, till comparatively late in
life. The translation of the ‘Romance of the Rose’ is to
all appearance the earliest of his surviving
compositions. If we may judge from his evident
acquaintance with dry studies, and his capacity for hard
business work, the vintner’s son received a scholastic
training in the trivium and quadrivium which then formed
the higher education. If he had been nurtured on
troubadour love from his youth up, it is exceedingly
unlikely that he would afterwards have been able to apply
himself to less fascinating labours. His study of
mathematics and astronomy in his old age for the benefit
of ‘little Lewis, his son,’ looks like a return such as
we often see in age to the studies of youth. But, indeed,
he can hardly be said ever to have lost his interest in
such studies, for in his theory of sound in the ‘House of
Fame’ and his description of alchemical processes in the
Canon’s Yeoman’s Prologue he shows a genuine scholar’s
interest in the dry details of learning. His knowledge of
the Trouvere and Troubadour poetry, from which his genius
received its impulse, probably began with his
introduction, however, that was brought about, to court
society. He was about seventeen at the date of the first
mention of his name as attached to the household of
Prince Lionel. It is permissible to conjecture that he
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had French poets to beguile his captivity in France a few
years afterwards.

Professor Ten Brink divides Chaucer’s work into three
periods:—a period of French influence, lasting up to 1372-
3, the date of his visit to Italy; after that a period of
Italian influence, lasting up to 1387, the supposed date
of his ‘House of Fame’; finally, a period of mature
strength and originality, in which he pursued the bent of
his own genius. Not much is gained by this division into
strict periods. It is obvious enough that, in the ‘House
of Fame’, the ‘Legend of Good Women’, and the general plan
of the ‘Canterbury Tales’, Chaucer strikes out more
unmistakably a path for himself, and exhibits a maturer
power, a more masterly freedom of movement than in his
earlier works, but there profitable division ends. To
erect a period of Italian influence, implying that at any
time the stimulus that Chaucer received from Italian
sources was at all comparable to the stimulus he received
from French sources, is most misleading. The difference
between the ‘Book of the Duchess’ and the ‘House of Fame’,
or between the ‘Court of Love’ and ‘Troilus and Cresside’
is not to be explained by an influx of Italian influence;
it is part of the self-governed development, the
spontaneous expansion of his own mind. As he went on
writing, his powers continued to expand, and to take in
materials and suggestions from all quarters open to him,
French, Italian, or Latin. Comparing the ‘Troilus’, the
raw material of which is taken from Boccaccio’s
‘Filostrato’, with his ‘Romance of the Rose’, we can trace
no change in method or in spirit fairly attributable to
Italian influence. In both translations he shows a bold
independence of his originals- they are not so much
translations as adaptations. He does not imbibe the spirit
of Guillaume de Lorris or Jean de Meun in the one and the
spirit of Boccaccio in the other; he boldly modifies all
three to bring them into harmony with his own conceptions
of love’s laws, and in both his so-called translations
there is the same high spirit of chivalry and the same
tender worship and kindly mockery of woman. Where he
chiefly shows advance of strength, apart from the mere
technical workmanship, is in his grasp of character; and
that is a clear development on the lines of his earlier
conceptions and not a new acquisition. His Cresside and
his Pandarus were not the Cresside and Pandarus of
Boccaccio; they are regenerated by him and developed till
they become figures that might have moved in his own
‘Court of Love’. He held the knightly and ‘gentle’
character too high to adopt Boccaccio’s conceptions. In
the method also, ‘'‘Troilus’ has a close affinity with
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Chaucer’s earlier work and his first models. Troilus’
pursuit of Cresside is the pursuit of the Rose over again
in the concrete. The greater subtilty of the stages is due
to the increased strength of the narrator’s faculty.

M.Sandras is in the main right as to the extent of
Chaucer’s obligations to French sources, although he fails
to recognize the forceful individuality of the man.
Chaucer was really an English trouvére, thoroughly
national, English in the whole texture of his being, but a
trouvére. We must not allow our conviction of his loyalty
to his own English nature to blind us to the fact that he
was a poet in the school of Guillaume de Lorris; nor on
the other hand must we allow the peculiar extent of his
obligations to his predecessors in the school to obscure
the fact that he was an original poet. M.Sandras is a
special pleader for one side of the case, and naturally
presses unfairly against the other. Chaucer, writing in a
different language from his masters, was at liberty to
borrow from them more literally than he could have done if
he had written in their language; but though M.Sandras
proves with superfluous completeness that he freely
appropriated from them not merely stories and hints of
stories, but narrative methods, phrases, images, maxims,
reflections,—not only treated their works as quarries of
raw material, but adopted their architectural plans, and
even made no scruple of seizing for his own purposes the
stones which they had polished, still he so transmuted the
borrowed plans and materials that his works are original
wholes unmistakably stamped with his own individuality.
Whatever he appropriated, whether ore or wrought metal,
all passed through his own alembic, and his moulds were
his own, though shaped according to the fashion of the
school. The very affluence of Chaucer’s pages, their
wealth of colour, of tender and humorous incident, of
worldly wisdom, is due to his peculiar relations to his
predecessors, to the circumstance which enabled him to lay
them so royally under tribute. He was not the architect of
his own fortune, but the son and heir of a family which
for generations had been accumulating wealth. Edward III's
spoliation of the French was nothing to Chaucer’s, and the
poet had this advantage, that his appropriations neither
left the spoiled country desolate nor corrupted the

spoiler.
‘The ground-work of literary genius,’ Mr Matthew Arnold
says, ‘is a work of synthesis and exposition, not of

analysis and discovery; its gift lies in the faculty of
being happily inspired by a certain intellectual and
spiritual atmosphere, by a certain order of ideas, when it
finds itself in them, of dealing divinely with these
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ideas, presenting them in the most effective and
attractive combinations—making beautiful works with them,
in short.’ The poet’s constructive power must have
materials, and ideas round which materials accumulate. The
secret of the richness and enduring character of Chaucer’s
work is that he had a fruitful idea ready to his hand, an
idea which had been flowering and bearing fruit in the
minds of two centuries, which had inspired some later
songs and tales, which had been illustrated, expounded,
formulated by every variety of native invention and
critical ingenuity. Chivalrous love had been the presiding
genius, the inspiring spirit of several generations of
poets and critics when Chaucer began to write. Open any of
his works, from the ‘Court of Love’ down to the
‘Canterbury Tales’, and you find that the central idea of
it is to expound this chivalrous sentiment, either
directly by tracing its operation or formulating its laws,
or indirectly by setting it off dramatically against its
counterpart, the sentiment of the villain or churl.
Gradually as years grew upon him, and his mind assumed
more and more its natural attitude of descriptive
impartiality, he became less a partizan of the sentiment,
more inclined to view it as one among the varieties of
human manifestation, but never to the last does he become
wholly impartial. Not even in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ does
he set the churl on a level with ‘the gentles.’ Thoroughly
as he enjoyed the humour of the churl, freely as his mind
unbent itself to sympathize with his unrestrained animal
delights, he always remembers, when he comes forward in
his own person, to apologize for this departure from the
restraints of chivalry.

The very opposite of this is so often asserted about the
‘Canterbury Tales’ that it almost has a paradoxical air,
although nothing can be more plain to any one who takes
the trouble to read the tales observantly. It has been
said to be the crowning merit of Chaucer that he ignores
distinctions of caste, and that his pilgrims associate on
equal terms. It should be noticed, however, in the first
place, that in the Prologue, he finds it necessary to
apologize for not ‘setting folk in their degree,’ ‘as that
they shouldé stand;’ and, in the second place, that
although he does not separate the pilgrims according to
their degrees in the procession, yet he draws a very clear
line of separation between them in the spirit of their
behaviour. At the outset of the pilgrimage the gentles are
distinctly so mentioned as taking a sort of corporate
action, though in vain, to give a more decorous aspect to
the pilgrimage. When the Knight tells his tale, it 1is
loudly applauded by the whole company, but the poet does
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not record their verdict indiscriminately; he is careful
to add, particularly by ‘the gentles every one.’ And
though all applauded the tale, the more vulgar and
uproarious spirits were somewhat restive under its
gravity: the host called for a merry tale, and the
Pardoner eagerly stepped forward to comply with his
request. But ‘the gentles’ interposed, and began to cry
that they must have no ribaldry; ‘tell us,’ they said,
‘some moral tale that we may learn.’ And the gentles would
have carried their point if the Miller, as the poet is
most careful to make clear, had not been so drunk that he
insisted upon telling a noble tale that he knew, and would
forbear for no man. Chaucer is profuse in his apologies
for introducing such a tale; it was a churlish tale, he
admits, told in a churlish manner, and he does not wish to
be responsible for it.

Every gentle wight I pray
For Goddés love, deemeth not that I say
Of evil intent; but for I must rehearse
Their talés all, be they better or worse,
Or elles falsen some of my matter.

If gentle readers do not like it, they may turn over the
leaf, and choose another tale; there is plenty ‘of storial
thing that toucheth gentillesse.’ They must not blame him
for repeating this churlish tale; ‘the Miller is a churl,
ye know well this,’ and such tales are in his way. Gentle
readers must not take it too seriously; ‘men should not
make earnest of game;’ it is, after all, only for their
amusement that he thus exhibits to them the humours of the
lower orders.

Such is the elaborate apology that Chaucer makes for
introducing into his verse anything inconsistent with the
sentiments of chivalry. It may be said that it is all a
humorous pretence; and so no doubt it is, still it is
characteristic that the pretence should be of so courtly a
tone. All through the ‘Canterbury Tales’ Chaucer is very
careful to remember that he was writing for a courtly
audience, studious to guard against giving offence to the
chivalrous mind. He contrives that the gentles shall mix
with the churls without sustaining any loss of dignity;
they give the churls their company, and with polite
compliance let them have their own gross will, but they
never lay aside the restraints of their own order. Every
here and there is some trace of deference to them, to show
that their ribald companions have not wholly forgotten
themselves, and are only receiving a saturnalian licence
for the time. Nothing is done to throw any disrespect on
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the gentle order; its members—the Knight, the Squire, the
Monk, the Prioress, the Second Nun; and the professional
men—the Lawyer, the Doctor, the Clerk—admit no ribaldry
into their tales, and no ribald tales are told about them.
The ribaldry is confined to the meaner members of the
company,—the Reeve, the Miller, the Friar, the Summoner,
the Wife of Bath; the narrators as well as the subjects of
the ribald tales are of churlish and not of gentle
position.

The ‘Canterbury Tales’ are really in their underlying
design an exposition of chivalrous sentiment, thrown into
relief by contrast with its opposite. The spirit of
chivalry is the vital air of all Chaucer’s creations, the
rain, the wind, and the sun which have quickened their
germ and fostered their growth. We to whom the chivalrous
spirit, at least in the fantastic developments of its
vigorous mediaeval youth, is an historical thing are apt
to overlook this. There is so much on the surface of
Chaucer’s poems, such vivacity of movement, such tender
play of feeling, such humour, such delight in nature, in
green leaves and sweet air, sunshine and bird singing,
that few of us care to look beneath. The open air, on the
breezy hillside or by the murmuring brook, seems the only
proper atmosphere for such a poet. There, no doubt, with
sun and wind contending playfully to divert us from the
printed pages, there perhaps more than anywhere else,
Chaucer is a delightful companion; but it is the duty of
the dry-as-dust critic to remind us that Chaucer’s sweet
verses were first read under wholly different conditions,
in tapestried chambers, to the gracious ear of embroidered
lords and ladies. It was from such an audience that
Chaucer received in a vapour what he poured back in a
flood. This is the secret of his exquisite courtliness of
phrase, his unfailing tone of graceful deference, his
protestations of ignorance and lack of cunning, his tender
handling of woeful love-cases, the gentle playfulness of
his satire, the apologetic skill with which he introduces
a broader and more robust humanity into his wverse. If you
place yourself within the circle for which the poet wrote,
you see the smile play on sweet lips as he proceeds; you
see the tear gather in the eye; you see the needle laid
aside, as the mind of the fair listener is transported to
the poet’s flowery mead, or plied more briskly as she
bends over her work to conceal her laughter at his more
vulgar adventures. It was because Chaucer wrote for such
an audience that his picture of the life of the time,
various and moving as it is, is so incomplete on one side.

There was more than romancing in green fields and
Canterbury pilgriming in the travelled times in which
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Chaucer lived; there were wars, plagues, insurrections,
much misery and discontent. But for the disagreeable side
of the 14th century we must go to the writer of Piers the
Plowman; we find little trace of it in Chaucer. The
outside of the walls of the Garden of Mirth is painted
with horrible and squalid figures,—Ire, Envy, Covetice,
Avarice, Felony, Villany, Sorrow, Eld, and Poverty; but no
such figures are admitted within the gates; the concierge
is Idleness; the chief inmates are Love, Sweetlooking,
Beauty, Richesse, Largesse, Franchise, and Courtesy; and
Mirth and Gladness are the master and mistress of the
ceremonies.

22. WILLIAM CYPLES, INCREDIBLE SENTIMENTALITY, AND THE
OLD WONDER OF SEX

1877

William Cyples (1831-82), a journalist born in the
Potteries, was self-educated with the help of his working
mother. He also wrote a philosophical work and a novel

called ‘Hearts of Gold’. In this anonymous essay
(identified in ‘The Wellesley Index of Nineteenth Century
Periodicals’), in ‘The Cornhill Magazine’, XXXV (1877),

pp. 280-97, entitled Chaucer’s Love Poetry, he claims
that nine-tenths of Chaucer is unread, unknown,
outlandish ‘erotics’, most of it sentimental and
melancholy. Cyples could hardly be more mistaken in
thinking that general interest in sex was waning, but his
historical and psychological observations have value. The
embarrassing coyness at the beginning of the essay has
historical interest in itself, but the whole essay,
however mistaken or remote from modern thought and
feeling, is full of sense. It makes an interesting
analysis of literary love, though confusion about the
Chaucerian canon affects it. He introduces the notion of
the code of love.

Chaucer’s Love-Poetry

Whenever Chaucer is spoken of, every English face within
sight brightens. A special, very oddly-mixed, but, on the
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whole, a highly pleasant literary sensation is stirred.
The chiefest outward sign is a twinkling of the eyes. With
the men, the look instantly becomes very knowing, and
there is a quick impulse to laughter, more-or-less broad;
in the best instances among the women, just a little
stiffening of carriage sets in, with the beginning of a
blush. After five centuries, the sex in those ways
recognises the poet as its great critic. In neither case
is the effect bad. An Englishman in the first stage of
enjoying a sly joke, and an Englishwoman sedately flushing
in the cheeks at the apprehension of it, are seen at an
advantage. The two aspects form our best national
presentment. What is really at the bottom of the
provocation is a knowledge that Chaucer, amidst all his
merits of keen comic wit, high poetic fancy, and love of
some scenes of nature, is improper.

If ever there was any chance of the fact being
forgotten, Pope, and before him Dryden in a lesser degree,
did it away, by fastening upon some of the worst passages,
doing all that was possible to modernise the scandal.
Luckily, the gross incidents themselves have an incurable
clumsy antiqueness; the jokes are a good deal too broad to
be made quite fresh and very injurious. But, in the
meantime, the popular recollection of the love-poetry of
Chaucer has dwindled down to little but these obscenities;
‘The Wife of Bath’ and ‘January and May'’ being only
mitigated and purified in part by the immortal sketch of
the Prioress of the Prologue to the ‘Tales’. The fact
seems nearly to have dropped out of sight, that he has a
quite different set of erotics—one so high-flown, so
sentimental, as not merely not to be wicked, but to be
childishly good. For the injustice, he has himself to
thank more than his too fragmentary, unsavoury
modernisers. He has hidden away in sheer overwhelming
prolixity some of the sweetest female characterisations in
the world. What his amazing multiplication of words did
not quite fully do, he finished by the unhappy association
of the passion with a bad choice of main theme. Literature
shows miracles of want of sense in picking topics, but,
for us, Chaucer must ever remain the worst example. It is
hard to forgive him at even this distance. His sublime
folly in selecting ‘The Romaunt of the Rose’ and ‘Troilus
and Creseide’ was the precedent in our own literature of
Shakespeare’s exactly similar preposterousness in meddling
with ‘Venus and Adonis’ and ‘The Rape of Lucrece’. If the
two men had not lived to do other work, our two greatest,
sweetest literary names would have sunk to the bottom of
the list, drawing the eyes of posterity thither by a
shameful glitter of phrase.
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Before going further, it may be as well to point out how
very small a portion of Chaucer’s work decides the special
impression of him which now is historically transmitted
from generation to generation.

If it were possible to take away only little more than a
tenth part of the poet’s voluminous writings, there would
be left a mass of outlandish recital having nothing
whatever to do with anything we now know of English
tastes. Instead of appearing a broad humourist, with an
overpowering love of nature, painting persons and scenes
with exact reality, there would then seem to be no English
poet so artificial, so romantic, so lackadaisical as
Chaucer. The truth is, that the literary associations for
which the mention of his name is the cue, belong to the
‘Canterbury Tales’ only. Even this is too large a
statement. The ‘Tales themselves, for the greater part,
are as outlandish as anything else in the works, although,
speaking generally, they have some activity, some
incident, and, in so far, appeal to common sympathy. But
if the matchless Introduction had not been written, or had
been different, and if he had not included in the list two
or three of the stories, or not given prologues to the
others, Chaucer could not have survived in our literature.
Of course, there is a historical explanation for it all,
only it would be tedious to give it here in detail. Nor is
it wholly without honour for Chaucer. Put at its briefest,
the explanation is this: his object was to give Englishmen
a literature bodily, instantly as it were, by transferring
into our tongue, such as he found it and made it, the
famous achievements of the great foreign writers. The
upper circles of those he wrote for, though forming the
Court of England, could hardly be described as other than
foreigners; at any rate, they were of most artificial
tastes, and the highly-spiced borrowings from France and
Italy were meant for that class in the first place. What
is most wonderful is, that in spite of this endless
translating, Chaucer could still keep for a part of his
other work the homelier but keener vein of English
thinking so pure. For in the prefatory portion of ‘'The
Canterbury Tales’ are the roots of what is special in our
literature. If anyone was asked to describe that
specialty, he would very likely say—It is a robust kind of
humour eager to note failure, doing this originally in a
spirit of fun, but rising, ever-and-again, into short
flights of pathos; the opposite feelings being so truly
mixed as to answer to a perfect pictorial characterisation
of human life from a point of critical superiority, but of
a resigned acceptance of it as good enough, or nearly so,
when recognised to be imperfect. The kind criticism is, at
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bottom, so wide and liberal that it is a sort of natural
religion, a mild sympathy being taught in the very midst
of the laughter, out of which a large forgiving goodness
is to grow without much effort. This spirit of English
literature is now called Shakespearian, and it must be so
by reason of Shakespeare sharing its impulses more largely
still. But with strict historical accuracy it might for a
moment be styled Chaucerian; and, indeed, if there had
been exact criticism in Shakespeare’s lifetime, his work
at the first must have been christened after Chaucer. Both
by bulk and fineness the later poet in the end makes good
his superiority, for the quantity of this excellence in
Chaucer is not great. His best things, however, are the
most English things yet written in our language.

The point need not be dwelt on further. Our business
here is instantly to narrow all we have been saying into
the statement, that, with the above exceptions, Chaucer’s
writings are a lackadaisical exaggeration of one feeling—
Love, and that in them the passion is taken in its
weakest, vainest form of sentimentality. He is, and for
ever will remain, the chief erotic poet of our language.
Simply from the growing multiplicity of motives in human
life, and the increase in the general business of
existence, the sexual instinct must lose part of its sway
in literature. It had far fewer competitors in the days
of Chaucer, but he availed himself of it to the very
utmost. Tom Moore’s very modern treatment of love was
only meagre and occasional alongside Chaucer’s use of the
topic; Herrick’s lyrics, in comparison, could only be
called the merest momentary snatches; Byron’s
ostentatious dark dallying with the theme was only
desultory trifling contrasted with Chaucer’s industry in
celebrating the relations of the sexes. This is the true
description he gives of himself (1) to Rosiall in ‘The
Court of Love’:-

In art of love I write, and songes make
That may be sung in honour of the king
And queue of love.

Lines 898-900.

His surviving stock of versification reckons up to nearly
48,000 lines—a long day’s labour, especially if we take
into account the small stock of words there then was for
rhyming. Out of this grand total ‘The Romaunt of the Rose’
and ‘Troilus and Creseide’ make 16,000 lines. These are
the only objectionable writings of the sentimental kind;
the wrong-doing in ‘The Canterbury Tales’ is simple rough
indecency—a scandalous use of low comic incident for the
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sake of broad merriment. In these other highly ornate
translations, the spirit is that of the Italian and French
erotics. The former poem, ‘The Romaunt of the Rose’,
taken, as everybody knows, from the French, admits, it has
been hinted, of being moralised; but for this you would
have to treat it as a fable twice symbolised, and it
labours under the drawback that the first interpretation
would be indecent. One is glad to mention that, as
Chaucer’s imperfect version now stands, some of the worst
passages are left out. But the fact remains that he
allotted to this task the spinning of 7,700 lines; that
is, it stands for more than an eighth part of all his
rhythmical doings. When every mitigation has been urged,
surprise is still left. The marvel increases on turning to
the second of these his two great achievements. ‘Troilus
and Creseide’ is a poem of which nobody has yet ventured
to hint that it is a sermon in disguise. The moral is more
completely hidden than in ‘The Romaunt of the Rose’; in
fact, everybody knows that it has none. It is a poem
having to do with wantons, bad being made worse by the
interposition of Pandarus, whose name furnishes the most
disgraceful christening of human works. In this piece
Chaucer had Boccace for his master, but he so dwelt upon
his work that his variations and additions make the poem
longer than the original by above 2,700 lines. It was a
subject which could not be either varied or amplified into
morality, and, fortunately, there could scarcely be any
adding to its badness. Chaucer simply made it more,
without making it any worse or any better. The five cantos
contain 8,193 lines. The giving of 16,000 lines to such
topics as these is amazing, not to say preposterous. But
this, luckily, does not nearly exhaust Chaucer’s love-
poetry. The rest, if anyone had the rough unfeelingness to
say it, might be said to be sillier than what we have been
speaking of, since from it the politico-ecclesiastical
satire, which is the one redeeming feature of ‘The Romaunt
of the Rose’, has nearly quite vanished, while the hard
philosophy of worldly wisdom sprinkled liberally
throughout ‘Troilus and Creseide’, has disappeared wholly.
In their stead, Chaucer’s own pieces offer only the
vainest exaggeration of a natural personal liking of a man
for a woman, or a woman for a man, refined by a meditative
contemplation of a general inscrutable excellence in the
idol, until not a trace of the scent of flesh remains in
the passion; the words simply from pointing to nothing to
be done, save an aimless impractical worship of sex on
either side, giving off, from mere excess of feeling
purely heated, a perfume as sound and sweet and keen as
cedar. But that is a point to be made clear later. First,
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let us run over the list without much heeding this inner
quality.

Of not a few of the pieces, the title sufficiently tells
the tale. The ‘Court of Love’, which makes 1,400 lines, is
an imitation of ‘The Romaunt of the Rose’. It is
absolutely decent, which, in the circumstances, is a great
merit; but, if we except a fine thin vein of humour in it,
and pass by all its passages of delicate poetry, it might
be said to be as unreal as its model. ‘The Complaint of
Pity’, in so far as it now has any intelligibility, is an
appeal against the cruelty of love refused; the only
subject being a fanciful conceit, which was sufficient for
literature in those days, though far from being so now, to
the effect that Pity is dead and buried in a gentle heart.
The piece headed ‘0Of Queen Annelida and and False Arcite’
is a very sentimental ditty; it being the lady this time,
and not, as in ‘Troilus and Creseide’, the gentleman, who
is the victim. The description of Queen Annelida, ‘Queen
of Ermony,’ i1s not without some artful strokes. But her
woeful epistle may be put as a companion piece to the
‘Letter of Troilus’; they both are exemplifications of
that astounding maudlin air of which we shall have to
speak again. In the ‘Assembly of Fowles’ we have a parable
about St. Valentine’s Day, and the choosing of mates. ‘The
Complaint of the Black Knight’ is all that he cannot win
his lady’s grace. In ‘The Booke of the Dutchesse’ the woe
arises in a way a little more natural, since the mourner
has lost his idol by death, but his own feelings had
already nearly killed him in the wooing of her. ‘Chaucer’s
Dream’ comes to him while

In May, I lay upon a night
Alone, and on my lady thought.—Lines 8-9.

Within the marvellous isle to which he goes in sleep, the
adventures and the catastrophe all relate to love. ‘The
Flower and the Leaf,’ whatever be its intended moral, has
for its obvious theme the sexual relation. A sufficient
explanation is given of ‘The Complaint of Mars and Venus’,
by the names brought together in the title. ‘The Cuckoo
and the Nightingale’ is another bird fable, of which the
first phrase is that well-worn one—'The God of Love.’

In this hurried mention we have nearly got through the
list of the works; but, if in what remains, the monotonous
topic varies a little, there is still much of the old
vein. ‘The Legend of Good Women’ seems to be meant to
supply the defect pointed out by ‘The Wife of Bath’. That
merry lady says, with a strength of phrase not too small
for a gentleman—
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By God, if wimmen hadden written stories,

As clerkes han, within hir oratories,

They wold have writ of men more wikkednesse

Than all the merke of Adam may redresse.—Lines 6275-8.

Chaucer, in the prologue to the ‘Legend’, is ordered by
the god himself—

Thou shalt while that thou livest, yere by yere,

The most partie of thy time spende

In making of a glorious legende

Of good women, maidenes and wives,

That weren trewe in loving all hir lives,

And tell of false men that hem betraien.—Lines 481-6.

It is still love, though only the sadness of it in its
catastrophes.

If we now turn back for a moment to ‘'‘The Canterbury
Tales’, we have only to put aside ‘'‘The Knighte’s Tale’,
‘The Man of Lawe’s Tale’, and ‘The Clerke’s Tale’, the
stories meant to be utterly tragic, and we shall find the
very opposite aspect of the passion given. In the place of
the sentimentality, there is hard realism of the coarsest,
commonest kind in literature. Out of the twentytwo pieces,
nine have love in some sort for their direct theme—sad,
wicked, or farcical; and ‘The Coke’s Tale’, if it had not
been cut short, promised to make a bad tenth. To complete
our rough survey (leaving out the prose piece, ‘The Tale
of Melibeus’), we have to add to the other twelve tales,
which may be classed as stories of adventure, ‘'The House
of Fame’, which, however, is not wholly without allusions
to love; ‘Chaucer’s A.B.C.’; and the half-score trifles of
the minor poems. That is absolutely all, out of the
marvellous mass of Chaucer’s work, which escapes the
monotony of this one feeling. At least, two-thirds of his
life-long labours were about love, having no other motive
or inspiration whatever. He was himself fully aware of
this, for the Man of Lawe, in the prologue, speaking of
Chaucer by name, says—

For he hath told of lovers up and down,
Mo than Ovide made of mentioun.—Lines 4473-4.

So far as to the quantity of the love-poetry; the quality,
however, is of more significance and interest still. Later
we will show that there is a faint play of comic wit
throughout the sad treatment of the topic; but for every
satirical or droll line Chaucer wrote of love, he penned
fifty of the most artificial melancholy which English



195 Chaucer: The Critical Heritage vol.2

words, with a good eking out of French, Italian, and Latin
phrases, could take on. It is this incredible
sentimentality of Chaucer we are seeking for a moment
again to bring into remembrance.

A vague notion exists, that as love is a fixed fact of
human nature, its mode is also fixed, with only, in each
community, some little peculiarity arising from difference
of race. Nothing can be further from the truth of history.
At present, in European society, love’s ceremonial has
dwindled to nothing; though it is, perhaps, in England
that it has most utterly lost all regulative etiquette.
The one lingering formality of being closeted for ten
painful moments with the lady’s papa in a room called his
own, is no longer absolutely required. What has to be said
has been known to be blurted out in riding to-or-from the
meet of hounds, or when sitting on the lawn in front of
the house, or in walking in the garden. A word with mamma,
in some cases which require to be made very easy, will
even substitute the set interview with the male head of
the family altogether. The elder gentleman afterwards
makes a joke to the younger about it, and all is
considered settled. At the actual, critical, decisive
scene between the young people there is still, in most
instances, a specialty of manner—something of the,
nervousness of prior generations of ancestral wooers yet
lingeringly survives in a womanly blush on one side, a
passing pallor on the other. But as soon as the
indispensable question has been asked and aswered, the
diffidence tumbles into the blankest familiarity. That
antique exaggeration of the sexual feeling which made
distant approaches, gradual advances, and long-sustained
suspense, natural and necessary, is gone; no longer is a
sigh an incident, a glance an episode, the touch of two
hands fate, and a spoken refusal a life’s catastrophe. It
has all shrunk into the buying and giving of an engaged
ring, worn with bold ostentatiousness. The old highly
elaborated organisation of the feeling is thought nonsense
by those who would be none the worse for a little of its
emotional heightening. But between that stately ceremonial
and the present baldness of manner, there have been all
intermediate degrees of decay and lessening. Now we are
arrived at this point, that the distinction of the sexes
can scarcely any longer be said to have a sentimental
value; a physiological difference is, perforce,
recognised; but it is a politico-economical arrangement,
which counts for nothing further. Chaucer knew nothing of
this. In the greater part of his poetry, love is at its
most picturesque height; the inter-communication of men
and women is of the style of romance; wooing has a set
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ritual. We do not say that the mode of the passion he
pictures was really in full English use at any time—
rather, we confess, that there is a good deal about it of
a foreign air. But, at least, the style was sufficiently
domesticated here to be popularly available for
literature. Amazing as it is, we have to suppose that this
meditative, do-nothing fashion of love, at one time had a
real interest for our ancestors.

Chaucer’s presentation of it may be hastily given thus:—
Love is a fatal necessity. In ‘The Knighte’s Tale’, at the
first dispute between Palamon and Arcite over Emelie in
the garden, the point is stated by Arcite—

A man moste nedes love maugre his hed,
He may not fleen it, though he shuld be ded.
—Lines 1171-2.

No detailed explanation is given of the cause of this
portentous obligation, further than a general mythological
celebration of the power of the god of love. In a later
passage of the same tale, he makes Duke Theseus say, in
amazement—

The god of love, a! benedicite,
How mighty and how grete a lord is he?—Lines 1788-9.

And, in a still more lengthy eulogy, with which ‘The
Cuckow and the Nightingale’ opens, it is affirmed—

Shortly, all that ever he woll he may.—Line 16.

This is all we are told. The passion is left as a large
natural excitement; it is somehow part of the world’'s
great agitations; but, as in the birds and other
creatures, it has a special reference to the almanack. An
access of it comes in the month of May. From ‘The Cuckow
and the Nightingale’ we take this passage—

For every true gentle herte free

* * * * * *

Againe May now shall have some stering,
Or to joy, or els to some mourning.—Lines 21-24.

A great modern poet has somewhat revived this rustic
tradition. Mr. Tennyson says it is in spring that young men’s
thoughts most lightly turn to love. But we believe that these
calendar appointments no longer strictly hold good.
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The excitement, whenever or however it comes, is so
natural that a personal selection is not needed to inspire
it. In ‘The Court of Love’, where he makes himself the
exemplar, Chaucer, on arriving before the Queen, simply
prays her—

Of thy grace,
Me to bestow now in some blessed place.—Lines 636-7.

Directly, he adds—
For hote I love, determine in no place.—Line 646.

And although he goes on to mention a vision of a lady in a
dream, saying—

Might iche her know, her would I faine, God wot,
Serve and obey with all benignitie.—Lines 660-1,

he winds up with, if-—

that no wise I shall her never see,
Than graunt me her that best may liken me.
—Lines 662-3.

He adds, despite this indeterminateness—

Great is the paine which at mine herte doth sticke,
Till I be sped by thine election.—Lines 673-4.

Indeed, in some places, yet more mysterious hints are
scattered. At the beginning of Canto V. of '‘Troilus and
Creseide’, Diomede tells the frail Creseide—

For I have heard or this of many a wight,
Hath loved thing he never saw his live.—-Lines 164-5.

At ‘Love’s Court’ there was a crowd of unallotted persons
suffering these vague pangs. They are, in these terms, bid
to seek the temple of the goddess:-

And ye that ben unpurveyed, pray her eke
Comfort you soon.-Lines 561-62.

But the whole case is still better stated by the Black
Knight in ‘The Booke of the Dutchesse’. He says he did
‘homage’ to love—
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Long, and many a yere
(Ere that my herte was set o’ where)
That I did thus and n’ist why,
I trowe it came me kindely.—Lines 774-7.

He even regrets that he, in some way, came short of the
requirements—

Full little good I couth,
For all my werkes were flitting
That time, and all my thought wvarying,
All were to me ylicke good.—Lines 800-3.

There is something in this, we doubt, which does not sound
like perfect innocence. It looks very real.

But the vagueness only holds good of the preliminary
period and stage. Once the true selection is made, it is
always fatal—at least, on one side. The general predis-
position does not lessen the shock of the falling in love
in the final instance in any degree. When it comes, it
occurs with such precipitation as makes it done certainly
once for all. A single look is enough. No sooner does
Philobene lead Chaucer into ‘that chamber gay’ of Love’s
Court where Rosiall was, than the—

sotell piercing of her eye,

Mine herte gan thrill for beauty in the stound,

‘Alas’ (quod I), ‘who hath me yeve this wound?’
—Lines 768-71.

But bad as this is, the case of Palamon, in ‘The Knighte’s
Tale’, i1s almost more suddenly worse. Looking out of his
prison in the tower, he catches a glimpse of Emelie
walking in the garden, instantly—

He blent and cried, a!
As though he stongen were unto the herte.
—Lines 1079-80.

Palamon’s companion fares no better. He looks on the same
fatal lady—

And with a sigh, he saide pitously,
The fresshe beautee sleth me sodenly.—Lines 1118-19.

The like thing happens to the knight in ‘The Booke of the
Dutchesse’. No other words than ‘wounds,’ ‘stinging,’ and
‘slaying, ’ would do; even these fail to give the whole
disaster. For if we go now to the effects of the passion
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on the male lover, they are awful. The first symptom is
thus described in ‘The Court of Love’, as felt by Chaucer
himself—

I drede to speak.—Line 771.

So with the lover in ‘The Booke of the Dutchesse’—

She wist it nought,
Ne tell her durst I not my thought.—-Lines 1186-7.

The very first effect of the passion, so soon as it
becomes actual in a real confronting of the parties, might
be described in the male as a glorification of a great new
sense of shame, arising from unworthiness. The misery into
which the man is plunged is complete; perfect, unmitigated
woe 1s the only account which can be given of the matter.
For a male human being to fall in love is instantly to
become wretched in a very vague but absolutely undefective
way. The calamity is, at the same time, swift and

lingering...
(p. 289) The fuller consequences are given in ‘The
Knighte’s Tale’, when speaking of Arcite:-

His slepe, his mete, his drinke is him byraft,

That lene he wex, and drie as 1is a shaft,

His eyen holwe, and grisly to behold,

His hewe falwe, and pale as ashen cold.—Lines 1363-6.

A briefer summary occurs in ‘The Romaunt of the Rose’—

Certes, no woe ne may attaine
Unto the sore of love’s pain.—Lines 2744-5.

The account of Arcite, in ‘The Knight’'s Tale’, goes on—

Whan he endured had a yere or two,
This cruel torment, and this peine and wo.
—Lines 1383-4.

For, again, it must be noted that, no matter how
irrespective and general the feeling was in the
preliminary stage, no sooner is the allotted person met
than it turns into the utmost particularity. Only the
special lady who gave the dreadful wound can heal it. The
third statute of love’s code, as given in ‘The Court of
Love’, runs—
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Withouten chaunge to live and die the same,

None other love to take for wele ne wo,

For blind delite, for ernest, nor for game;

Without repent for laughing or for grame,

To bidden still in full perseveraunce.—Lines 317-21.

In a word, the position held by the woman in this
incredible style of love seems at first sight to be one of
utter advantage. ‘The Legend of Good Women'’ sadly gives
the other aspect of their fortune, but the tragedy arises
later than this stage. In these earliest moments the
worship to be rendered by the male would be excessive if
offered to a goddess. To the woman, merely as such, is
ascribed an ideal superiority which is in no way
explained; it comes to her naturally, from sex. Her great
all-sufficiency of merit is, that she fixes love.
Eventually, she is herself involved, but during the
preliminary period she is almighty. Not that anything like
coquetry is brought into play; her maintenance of reserve
is enough. It is not quite easy to say whether this is
instigated by a doubt of the continuance of power, or if
it arises from a naturally instinctive hesitation of
modesty. The woman does not seem to enjoy any intense
gratification from her power; only in one case is there
rejoicing in the cruelty. In ‘The Complaint of the Black
Knight’, one of the meanings of that prodigy of
sentimentality very rightly is—

And most of all I me complaine,
That she hath joy to laugh at my paine.—-Lines 427-8.

But, though that is a wholly exceptional instance, the man
must always be abject in his suit to the lady. Not only
has he to lose self-possession, he must abandon all self-
respect; his humiliation is condemned to sink as low as
wretchedness. He has to ask for ‘mercy;’ or rather, as the
Black Knight puts it, for ‘grace, mercie, and pity.’
Troilus, when Creseide visits him—

Lo, the alderfirst word that him astart,
Was twice, ‘Mercy, mercy, O, my sweet herte.’

‘T. and C.,’” B. III., lines 97-8.

Chaucer himself, in ‘The Court of Love,’ appeals to
Rosiall—

Ah mercy herte, my lady and my love!—Line 967.

Indeed, the whole code of laws set forth in ‘The Court of
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Love’, if a suspicion of intended burlesque were not
suggested by the vein of comic humour in some of the
statutes, prescribes a manner of behaviour for a male
wooer which would be a trifle too humble in a beaten
spaniel. Fortunately, for our interest in the heroines,
they do not themselves seem to be aware of this
unintelligible natural worth in the woman, which makes it
a high offence, to be expiated by sighs and dread, for a
man to lift his eyes to her...

(p. 291) It hardly needs pointing out that the style of
love here is as far as possible removed from chivalry.
Actual achievement in some real way for the purpose of
showing manly worth is not dreamt of. On the contrary, it
is deliberately put aside. In ‘The Booke of the
Dutchesse’, the asking for feats to be performed is simply
ridiculed. One trait in the description of the peerless
lady is that—

She ne used no soch knackes smale.—Line 1030.

In place of anything of this sort, a new proof is asked,
that of experiencing wretchedness of heart for the lady,
without (if we except ‘The Knighte’s Tale’ in ‘The
Canterbury Tales’) any attempt at action. So soon as the
man swoons from the sheer stress of his own feelings, that
is enough; but swoon he must. Nearly all Chaucer’s heroes
faint. The black knight in the poem with that title
swoons; so does the other knight in ‘The Booke of the
Dutchesse’; so does Chaucer himself in ‘The Court of
Love’; so does the prince in ‘Chaucer’s Dream’.

There is, indeed, a suggestion that some moral quality
which the women greatly admire, is brought to light by
this test of woe. Creseide says—

Ne pompe, array, nobley, or eke richesse,

Ne made me to rue on your distresse,

But moral virtue, grounded upon trouth. ‘T. and C.,’ B.
IV., lines 1668-70.

But the metaphysical morality is rather high for this
light lady. The fact of sufficient distress, however,
always tells...

Still, if there is this silly, sentimental excess in the
passion on both sides, there is not a trace of immorality.
This is the specific characteristic of the true Chaucerian
erotics. If we except ‘Troilus and Creseide’, there is in
all these poems outside ‘The Canterbury Tales’ no
wrongdoing whatever. The feeling is left without any
practical motive of the ordinary kind. This superfine
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style of wooing has no necessary reference to marriage;
there is not a hint given anywhere of the common family
relations; no children are seen in all this world or
romance. The connection is rather an affair to be kept
secret; that, in fact, is one of the set duties which are
prescribed....

The one capital crime is to be an ‘avaunter,’ Against
that chiefest vice, Pandarus himself piously utters
denunciations. The matter so excites him that he hotly
exclaims—

Avauntour and a lier, all is one.—Line 309, B.III.

But the aimless, inexplicable morals most pretentiously
enforced amidst it all need more fully bringing into view.
The original doctrine on which everything rests is, that
it is a state of wickedness not to pay service to Love.
How queer the thing is will be seen, when we say that
Pandarus may be taken as the faith’s prophet. This is how
he addresses Troilus, in Book I. of ‘Troilus and Creseide’
Creseide’ : -

Sith Love of his goodnesse
Hath thee converted out of wickednesse.
—Lines 999, 1000.

The very greatest things are said of Love continually. In
‘The Court of Love’ this is part of a ritual which is
chanted—

Love is exiler aye of vice and sinne.—Line 598.

At the commencement of ‘The Cuckow and the Nightingale’,
it is claimed for Love, among many other things, that he
‘destroyes vice’. And later in the same poem, in opposing
the cuckoo’s ribald version of the matter, the nightingale
gives full details—

thereof truly commeth all goddnesse,
All honour, and all gentleness.—Lines 151-2.

Nor is it only mere theorising; personal exemplars are
given. Even in the queer case of Troilus, the influence
works in the following way:

his manner tho forth aye
So goodly was, and gat him so in grace,
That eche him loved that looked in his face,
For he became the friendliest wight,
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The gentilest, and eke the most free,
The thriftiest * * * *
Dead were his japes and his cruelte,
His high port and his manner straunge,
And eche of hem gan for a vertue chaunge.
‘T. and C.’, B.I., lines 1075-85.

In Book III., when his desires had full prosperity, he, in
self-wonder at this process, says—

I n’ot myself not wisely, what it 1is,
But nowe I feele a new quality,
Ye all another than I did er this.
B. III., lines 1654-7.

The second Book has what is called ‘A Trojan Song’,
which Antigone sings; its burden is the same.

The proem to Book III. puts the matter still more
generally. It is there asserted of Love that his
function is—

Ye maken hertes digne:
Algates hem that ye woll set a fire,
They dreden shame and vices they resigne,
Ye doen him curteis be, fresh, and benigne.
—Lines 23-6.

In the stanzas coming just before, as previously in ‘The
Knighte’s Tale’, and in a number of other places, the
office of Love is enlarged till it stands for everything
else. A scheme of natural physics, as well as a moral
philosophy, is got from it, Love having an empire given it
over beast, fish, and green tree, besides over man; it
being, in fact, made to do for gravitation, chemical
affinity, and we know not what. By an anticipation of a
rather modern theory, it holds together all that is. Into
this mysticism we need not go. We have only to do with the
plain ethical part of the subject. Love himself, in ‘The
Romaunt of the Rose’, gives up a whole day to teaching
systematic rules of conduct. We can only give a few
sentences; the first can be made comprehensive.

‘Villanie at the beginning,
I woll,’ sayd Love, ‘over all things
Thou leave.’ —Lines 2175-7.

For nothing eke thy tongue applie

To speke words of ribauldrie.
* * * * *
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Looke fro pride thou keepes thee wele,
* * * * * *
Alway with good chere
Thou yeve, if thou have richesse,
And if thou have nought spend the lesse.
—Lines 2223-74.

Perhaps we had better skip some very homely particulars
which follow. The wooer is not only bid wear the best of
clothing ‘his rent affordeth,’ but he is told how points
and sleeves should be shaped, how boots and gloves should
fit. The prescriptions even descend to such details as the
washing of hands, the paring of nails, the cleansing of
teeth, the combing of the hair—all excellent advice if it
was really needed, but still not tragical. It goes to
present the woman under a fastidious, if not a trivial,
aspect. Still worse remains. Counsels are given how the
lady, instead of being won by the mysterious inner moral
worth of the male, is to be influenced by accomplishments
in him, by his good riding and sweet singing. Reference
is even made to the wisdom of his offering presents, not
only to the idol herself, but also to the maid. This is a
sad falling away from the high sentimental ideal. After
such worldly wisdom has been brought in, it only half
affects us when the lover is again warned of his woe in
weighty words...

(p. 295) If all these requirements, conditions, and
prescriptions be taken together, the scheme which they
make up certainly has to be pronounced moral. They are not
the erotics of self-indulgence in any way, but of self-
denial. The adherence to a single choice, and this
industry of observance towards a woman, form one of the
most perfect tests of male character conceivable. There is
as much talk about ‘diligence’ and ‘business’ in this
love-making as if it was by it men saved their souls.
Nobody, indeed, would have had to go further than ‘The
Romaunt of the Rose’ itself to find in the long dialogue
between ‘Raison’ and ‘L’Amant’ the most perfect discipline
of temperance taught.

This, then, is Chaucer’s higher literary presentation of
love—that which purports to be his poetical version of it.
Everybody will see that light and darkness are not much
further apart than it is from the coarse humour of ‘The
Canterbury Tales’, where the married man is always made
sport of. Nor does it any better agree with the rendering
given of love in the ‘Minor Poems’, for love is
incidentally discussed there. Strangely enough, marriage
is treated worse there than in the ‘Tales’, since what is
said pretends to be said a little more seriously. ‘L’'Envoy
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de Chaucer a Bukton’ puts into rhyme St. Paul’s advice
upon the subject. Alongside those hard-headed views, the
huge weak sentimentality of these other poems grows more-
and-more amazing. It is true that, if it should be asked
whether this artificiality in the delineation of the
feeling is always consistently maintained at its full
height, we must answer—no. The answer was hinted
beforehand, some pages back. Not only does it break down
by an unskilful mingling with the sad heroics of some
incongruous advice of craft in wooing, but, in Chaucer’s
own compositions especially, the beautiful folly of it all
is adulterated by flashes of common sense, enlivened by a
perpetual recurrence of gay wit, which, although for most
readers it may be greatly hidden by the awful prolixity,
is still there. The irresistible sprightliness, now-and-
again, so soon as it busies itself really with details,
tends even towards wantonness. It was part of our plan to
show that Chaucer’s comic muse swayed him in those ways in
the most artificial parts of his work. But we have not
space left for it. If we meddled with that aspect of the
matter, then, after the fun, it would be needed, in order
to bring back this paper to its proper and natural
sentimental key, that we should give, as a full and final
example of the higher Chaucerian erotics, the account in
‘The Booke of the Dutchesse’ of the mournful Knight’s
wooing and winning of the sweetest lady ever talked of in
English words—she in whom

Every day her beauty newed,
and who

List so well to live
That dulness was of her afrade,
She n’as to sobre ne to glad.

Let the reader turn for himself to the splendid sketch. It
is to the surprising fact of male maudlin having so well
satisfied our oldest popular poet for a literary subject,
that we must come back for a moment.

What is the deliberate judgment to be given of the value
of this treatment of the topic of love? A good many
qualifications and deductions would have to be made before
we got to what would at last be left for Chaucer in the
way of clear merit. Obviously it is not any more in spirit
than in form a lyrical dealing with the subject. For
though the feeling is often highly-wrought, there are no
sufficiently short issues of success or failure, nor any
defined connections with locally marked-off scenes or
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occasions, requiring or admitting of brief triumphal or
pathetic celebrations. On the other hand, it is not a
dramatic mode of treatment. There is no progressive
action, no interposition of any third person, no
complicating by mistake or malice. Two individuals only
are confronted with one another, there being nothing in
the way of incident beyond the postponement on one side or
the other of personal liking. This has never been found
enough of tragedy to satisfy a public. All the poesy in
the pieces arises from an excited meditation on an
inscrutable superiority really referable to nothing but
difference of sex, this excellence instantly appearing in
the idol so soon as she specially challenges the male’s
attention, her only but incalculable merit being that she
fixes liking. It is the old wonder of sex, not admitting
of more explanation. But Chaucer took the fact at its
crudest and its narrowest, and so exaggerated it that
every man brought by him into these love-poems abjectly
breaks down under its weight. His delineation answers to
only a short part of the passion’s career. Really, it is a
glorification of a few of the physiological phenomena of
the first stage of a first juvenile excitement, and the
transfer of them to adults has, to adult men, a childish
air. For Chaucer’s characters do not give the impression
of juvenility; they are grown-up people, the males among
them behaving like moon-calfs. And here we come upon the
one excellence of Chaucer in these sentimental pieces—that
which redeems all, saving them from insipidity and
idleness. It is only the men who are noodles. The women
not only are not girls, but they do not behave as such.
They are perfectly able to take care of themselves. Not
one of them is pictured as having a mother to look after
her; not one of them needs any such guardianship. The
personal descriptions given of them are not those of
sylphs, or supernatural beings, of any kind. They are
sound-hearted, clear-headed, lovely English maidens, who,
if ever the matter went as far as marriage, would make
admirable wives, and soon cure their males of maudlin, by
requiring in its stead manly respect as shown in the full
discharge of family duties. It is the utter absence of
domesticity, and of everything pointing clearly towards
it, which makes this class of the Chaucerian poems unreal.
But the women themselves are the very ladies whom
Shakespeare met long after, and happily matched with more
reasonable and bolder lovers. The perfume sound, and
sweet, and keen as that of cedar, which we earlier spoke
of as being given forth from these poems, is from the
breathing of these noble maidens, the poetic types of the
women of our race.
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The silly presentation of men in the poems must have had
something to do with the great neglect into which the pieces
have undoubtedly fallen, in spite of their merits. Men could
not for ever go on reading what made them ridiculous. How it
is that the women have not kept the compositions more in
vogue, rests on reasons of other kinds. Chaucer has scared
them with other parts of his work very different in style.
But though they can never forgive him for having placed them
under suspicion, that does not do away the fact that nothing
was ever written so complimentary to the sex as the poems we
have been dealing with. It is even doubtful whether his
substitution of the suffering by the males of misery on mere
sexual grounds will not secretly commend itself more to many
women than the opposite chivalric spirit of being won by the
men through the men doing something. The sense of being able
to give pain and pleasure for no reason save that of being
what you are—a woman, and fair,—inspiring liking without
effort, so being worshipped in any case, could not be other
than dear to the female heart. Males find gratification in
it whenever the fatal faculty happens to be allotted the
other way. In not a little of our very successful literature
to-day, traces of the Chaucerian erotics give what seems to
be the only possible explanation of the popularity with
feminine readers. Nobody, however, could now venture on
Chaucer’s exaggeration of the fact of sex. His use of it has
to be left an antique silliness to be wondered at for ever,
because of the priceless beauty of its setting. The
historical value of the pieces should increase, since there
is no doubt that, in modern Christianised civilisation, the
influence of sex is waning. Fade past a certain limit it, of
course, cannot, or the race must pass with it. There can
never come a time when the young man will not foolishly but
sweetly ascribe boundless desert to some fair girl simply
for not being another youth like himself, but a different
creature, longer-haired, finer-limbed, and sweeter-faced,
with a gentler heart. But if the maiden herself could have
acquaintance with these parts of the oldest of the great
poets of her language, she might sigh in thinking that she
could not now make the young man so miserable through his
liking as it was poetically pretended women could make men
in Chaucer’s time.

Note

1 The Chaucer critics reject this poem, but as we are not
writing a critical paper we cannot afford to forego so
much good material.
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23. ADOLPHUS WILLIAM WARD, DRAMATIST AND NOVELIST

1879

Sir Adolphus William Ward (1837-1924), educated at Peter-
house, Cambridge, famous for its interest in Chaucer in
the sixteenth century, was a distinguished academic, and
scholar of English and of European history, at Manchester
and Cambridge. His view of Chaucer as dramatist and
novelist sums up the emphasis developed since Dryden, and
is frequently repeated in the twentieth century. The
extract is from pp. 146ff. of ‘Chaucer’ (1879), in the
series English Men of Letters.

(p. 146) One very pleasing quality in Chaucer must have
been his modesty. In the course of his life this may have
helped to recommend him to patrons so many and so various,
and to make him the useful and trustworthy agent that he
evidently became for confidential missions abroad.
Physically, as has been seen, he represents himself as
prone to the habit of casting his eyes on the ground; and
we may feel tolerably sure that to this external manner
corresponded a quiet, observant disposition, such as that
which may be held to have distinguished the greatest of
Chaucer’s successors among English poets. To us, of
course, this quality of modesty in Chaucer makes itself
principally manifest in the opinion which he incidentally
shows himself to entertain concerning his own rank and
claims as an author. Herein, as in many other points, a
contrast is noticeable between him and the great Italian
masters, who were so sensitive as to the esteem in which
they and their poetry were held. Who could fancy Chaucer
crowned with laurel, like Petrarch, or even, like Dante,
speaking with proud humility of ‘the beautiful style that
has done honour to him,’ while acknowledging his
obligation for it to a great predecessor? Chaucer again
and again disclaims all boasts of perfection, or
pretensions to pre-eminence, as a poet. His Canterbury
Pilgrims have in his name to disavow, like Persius, having
slept on Mount Parnassus, or possessing ‘rhetoric’ enough
to describe a heroine’s beauty; and he openly allows that
his spirit grows dull as he grows older, and that he finds
a difficulty as a translator in matching his rhymes to his
French original. He acknowledges as incontestable the
superiority of the poets of classical antiquity:-
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—Little book, no writing thou envy,
But subject be to all true poésy,
And kiss the steps, where’er thou seest space
Of Virgil, Ovid, Homer, Lucan, Stace.

But more than this. In the ‘House of Fame’ he expressly
disclaims having in his light and imperfect verse sought
to pretend to ‘mastery’ in the art poetical; and in a
charmingly expressed passage of the ‘Prologue’ to the
‘Legend of Good Women’ he describes himself as merely
following in the wake of those who have already reaped the
harvest of amorous song, and have carried away the corn:-

And I come after, gleaning here and there,
And am full glad if I can find an ear
Of any goodly word that ye have left.

Modesty of this stamp is perfectly compatible with a
certain self-consciousness which is hardly ever absent
from greatness, and which at all events supplies a
stimulus not easily dispensed with except by sustained
effort on the part of a poet. The two qualities seem
naturally to combine into that self-containedness (very
different from self-contentedness) which distinguishes
Chaucer, and which helps to give to his writings a
manliness of tone, the direct opposite of the irretentive
querulousness found in so great a number of poets in all
times. He cannot indeed be said to maintain an asbolute
reserve concerning himself and his affairs in his
writings; but as he grows older, he seems to become less
and less inclined to take the public into his confidence,
or to speak of himself except in a pleasantly light and
incidental fashion. And in the same spirit he seems,
without ever folding his hands in his lap, or ceasing to
be a busy man and an assiduous author to have grown
indifferent to the lack of brilliant success in life,
whether as a man of letters or otherwise. So at least one
seems justified in interpreting a remarkable passage in
the ‘House of Fame’, the poem in which perhaps Chaucer
allows us to see more deeply into his mind than in any
other.

[Quotes lines 1871-82.]

With this modest but manly self-possession we shall not go
far wrong in connecting what seems another very distinctly
marked feature of Chaucer’s inner nature. He seems to have
arrived at a clear recognition of the truth with which
Goethe humorously comforted Eckermann in the shape of the
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proverbial saying, ‘Care has been taken that the trees
shall not grow into the sky.’ Chaucer’s, there is every
reason to believe, was a contented faith, as far removed
from self-torturing unrest as from childish credulity.
Hence his refusal to trouble himself, now that he has
arrived at a good age, with original research as to the
constellations. (The passage is all the more significant
since Chaucer, as has been seen, actually possessed a very
respectable knowledge of astronomy.) That winged
encyclopaedia, the Eagle, has just been regretting the
poet’s unwillingness to learn the position of the Great
and the Little Bear, Castor and Pollux, and the rest,
concerning which at present he does not know where they
stand. But he replies, ‘No matter,’

—It is no need;
I trust as well (so God me speed!)
Them that write of this mattér,
As though I knew their places there.

Moreover, as he says (probably without implying any
special allegorical meaning), they seem so bright that it
would destroy my eyes to look upon them. Personal
inspection, in his opinion, was not necessary for a faith
which at some times may, and at others must, take the
place of knowledge...

(p. 152) If he had strong political opinions of his
own, or strong personal views on questions either of
ecclesiastical policy or of religious doctrine—in which
assumptions there seems nothing probable—he at all events
did not wear his heart on his sleeve, or use his poetry,
allegorical or otherwise, as a vehicle of his wishes,
hopes, or fears on these heads. The true breath of
freedom could hardly be expected to blow through the
precincts of a Plantagenet court. If Chaucer could write
the pretty lines in the ‘Manciple’s Tale’ about the caged
bird and its uncontrollable desire for liberty, his
contemporary Barbour could apostrophise Freedom itself as
a noble thing, in words the simple manliness of which
stirs the blood after a very different fashion.
Concerning his domestic relations, we may regard it as
virtually certain that he was unhappy as a husband,
though tender and affectionate as a father. Considering
how vast a proportion of the satire of all times—but more
especially that of the Middle Ages, and in these again
pre-eminently of the period of European literature which
took its tone from Jean de Meung—is directed against
woman and against married life, it would be difficult to
decide how much of the irony, sarcasm, and fun lavished
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by Chaucer on these themes is due to a fashion with which
he readily fell in, and how much to the impulse of
personal feeling. A perfect anthology, or perhaps one
should rather say a complete herbarium, might be
collected from his works of samples of these attacks on
women. He has manifestly made a careful study of their
ways, with which he now and then betrays that curiously
intimate acquaintance to which we are accustomed in a
Richardson or a Balzac. How accurate are such incidental
remarks as this, that women are ‘full measurable’ in such
matters as sleep—not caring for so much of it at a time
as men do! How wonderfully natural is the description of
Cressid’s bevy of lady-visitors, attracted by the news
that she is shortly to be surrendered to the Greeks, and
of the ‘nice vanity’—i.e. foolish emptiness—of their
consolatory gossip...

(p. 154) But his satire against women is rarely so
innocent as this; and though several ladies take part in
the Canterbury Pilgrimage, yet pilgrim after pilgrim has
his saw or jest against their sex. The courteous Knight
cannot refrain from the generalisation that women all
follow the favour of fortune. The Summoner, who is of a
less scrupulous sort, introduces a diatribe against
women'’s passionate love of vengeance; and the Shipman
seasons a story which requires no such addition by an
enumeration of their favourite foibles. But the climax is
reached in the confessions of the Wife of Bath, who quite
unhesitatingly says that women are best won by flattery
and busy attentions; that when won they desire to have the
sovereignty over their husbands, and that they tell
untruths and swear to them with twice the boldness of
men;—while as to the power of their tongue, she quotes the
second-hand authority of her fifth husband for the saying
that it is better to dwell with a lion or a foul dragon,
than with a woman accustomed to chide. It is true that
this same Wife of Bath also observes with an effective tu
quogue: -

By God, if women had but written stories,
As clerké&s have within their oratdries,
They would have writ of men more wickedness
Than all the race of Adam may redress;

and the ‘'Legend of Good Women’ seems, in point of fact, to
have been intended to offer some such kind of amends as is
here declared to be called for. But the balance still
remains heavy against the poet’s sentiments of gallantry
and respect for women. It should at the same time be
remembered that among the ‘Canterbury Tales’ the two which
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are of their kind the most effective, constitute tributes
to the most distinctively feminine and wifely virtue of
fidelity. Moreover, when coming from such personages as
the pilgrims who narrate the ‘Tales’ in question, the
praise of women has special significance and value. The
Merchant and the Shipman may indulge in facetious or
coarse jibes against wives and their behaviour, but the
Man of Law, full of grave experience of the world, is a
witness above suspicion to the womanly virtue of which
his narrative celebrates to illustrious an example, while
the Clerk of Oxford has in his cloistered solitude, where
all womanly blandishments are unknown, come to the
conclusion that

Men speak of Job, most for his humbleness,

As clerkés, when they list, can well indite,

Of men in special; but, in truthfulness,

Though praise by clerks of women be but slight,
No man in humbleness can him acquit

As women can, nor can be half so true

As women are, unless all things be new.

As to marriage, Chaucer may be said generally to treat it
in that style of laughing with a wry mouth, which has from
time immemorial been affected both in comic writing and on
the comic stage, but which, in the end, even the most
determined old bachelor feels an occasional inclination to
consider monotonous...

(p. 165) It may be said, without presumption, that such
a general view as this leaves ample room for all
reasonable theories as to the chronology and sequence,
where these remain more or less unsettled, of Chaucer’s
indisputably genuine works. In any case, there is no poet
whom, if only as an exercise in critical analysis, it is
more interesting to study and re-study in connexion with
the circumstances of his literary progress. He still, as
has been seen, belongs to the Middle Ages, but to a
period in which the noblest ideals of these Middle Ages
are already beginning to pale and their mightiest
institutions to quake around him; in which learning
continues to be in the main scholasticism, the linking of
argument with argument, and the accumulation of authority
upon authority, and poetry remains to a great extent the
crabbedness of clerks or the formality of courts. Again,
Chaucer is mediaeval in tricks of style and turns of
phrase; he often contents himself with the tritest of
figures and the most unrefreshing of ancient devices, and
freely resorts to a mixture of names and associations
belonging to his own times with others derived from other
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ages. This want of literary perspective is a sure sign of
mediaevalism, and one which has amused the world, or has
jarred upon it, since the Renascence taught men to study
both classical and biblical antiquity as realities, and
not merely as a succession of pictures or of tapestries
on a wall. Chaucer mingles things mediaeval and things
classical as freely as he brackets King David with the
philosopher Seneca, or Judas Iscariot with the Greek
‘dissimulator’ Sinon. His Dido, mounted on a stout
palfrey paper white of hue, with a red-and-gold saddle
embroidered and embossed, resembles Alice Perrers in all
her pomp rather than the Virgilian queen. Jupiter’s
eagle, the poet’s guide and instructor in the allegory of
the ‘House of Fame’, invokes ‘Saint Mary, Saint James,’
and ‘Saint Clare’ all at once; and the pair of lovers at
Troy sign their letters 'la vostre T.’ and ‘'la vostre C.’
Anachronisms of this kind (of the danger of which, by the
way, to judge from a passage in the ‘Prologue’ to the
‘Legend of Good Women’, Chaucer would not appear to have
been wholly unconscious) are intrinsically of very slight
importance. But the morality of Chaucer’s narratives is
at times the artificial and overstrained morality of the
Middle Ages, which, as it were, clutches hold of a single
idea to the exclusion of all others—a morality which,
when carried to its extreme consequences, makes mono-
maniacs as well as martyrs, in both of which species,
occasionally perhaps combined in the same persons, the
Middle Ages abound. The fidelity of Griseldis under the
trials imposed upon her by her, in point of fact, brutal
husband is the fidelity of a martyr to unreason. The
story was afterwards put on the stage in the Elizabethan
age; and though even in the play of ‘Patient Grissil’ (by
Chettle and others), it is not easy to reconcile the
husband’s proceedings with the promptings of common
sense, yet the playwrights, with the instinct of their
craft, contrived to introduce some element of humanity
into his character and of probability into his conduct.
Again, the supra-chivalrous respect paid by Arviragus,
the Breton knight of the ‘Franklin’s Tale’, to the
sanctity of his wife’s word, seriously to the peril of
his own and his wife’s honour, is an effort to which
probably even the Knight of La Mancha himself would have
proved unequal. It is not to be expected that Chaucer
should have failed to share some of the prejudices of his
times as well as to fall in with their ways of thought
and sentiment; and though it is the Prioress who tells a
story against the Jews which passes the legend of Hugh of
Lincoln, yet it would be very hazardous to seek any irony
in this legend of bigotry. In general, much of that
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naiveté which to modern readers seems Chaucer’s most
obvious literary quality must be ascribed to the times in
which he lived and wrote. This quality is in truth by no
means that which most deeply impresses itself upon the
observation of any one able to compare Chaucer’s writings
with those of his more immediate predecessors and
successors. But the sense in which the term naif should
be understood in literary criticism is so imperfectly
agreed upon among us, that we have not yet even found an
English equivalent for the word.

To Chaucer’s times, then, belongs much of what may at
first sight seem to include itself among the
characteristics of his genius; while, on the other hand,
there are to be distinguished from these the influences
due to his training and studies in two literatures—the
French and the Italian. In the former of these he must
have felt at home, if not by birth and descent, at all
events by social connexion, habits of life, and ways of
thought, while in the latter he, whose own country’s was
still a half-fledged literary life, found ready to his
hand masterpieces of artistic maturity, lofty in
conception, broad in bearing, finished in form. There
still remain, for summary review, the elements proper to
his own poetic individuality—those which mark him out not
only as the first great poet of his own nation, but as a
great poet for all times.

The poet must please; if he wishes to be successful and
popular, he must suit himself to the tastes of his public;
and even if he be indifferent to immediate fame, he must,
as belonging to one of the most impressionable, the most
receptive species of humankind, live in a sense with and
for his generation...

(p. 169) The vividness with which Chaucer describes
scenes and events as if he had them before his own eyes,
was no doubt, in the first instance, a result of his own
imaginative temperament; but one would probably not go
wrong in attributing the fulness of the use which he made
of this gift to the influence of his Italian studies—more
especially to those which led him to Dante, whose
multitudinous characters and scenes impress themselves
with so singular and immediate a definiteness upon the
imagination. At the same time, Chaucer’s resources seem
inexhaustible for filling up or rounding off his
narratives with the aid of chivalrous love or religious
legend, by the introduction of samples of scholastic
discourse or devices of personal or general allegory. He
commands, where necessary, a rhetorician’s readiness of
illustration, and a masque-writer’s inventiveness, as to
machinery; he can even (in the ‘House of Fame’) conjure up
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an elaborate but self-consistent phantasmagory of his own,
and continue it with a fulness proving that his fancy
would not be at a loss for supplying even more materials
than he cares to employ...

(p. 183) It was by virtue of his power of observing and
drawing character, above all, that Chaucer became the
true predecessor of two several growths in our
literature, in both of which characterisation forms a
most important element,—it might perhaps be truly said,
the element which surpasses all others in importance.
From this point of view the dramatic poets of the
Elizabethan age remain unequalled by any other school or
group of dramatists and the English novelists of the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries by the
representatives of any other development of prose-
fiction. In the art of construction, in the invention and
the arrangement of incident, these dramatists and
novelists may have been left behind by others; in the
creation of character they are on the whole without
rivals in their respective branches of literature. To the
earlier at least of these growths Chaucer may be said to
have pointed the way. His personages, more especially of
course, as has been seen, those who are assembled
together in the ‘Prologue’ to the ‘Canterbury Tales’, are
not mere phantasms of the brain, or even mere actual
possibilities, but real human beings, and types true to
the likeness of whole classes of men and women, or to the
mould in which all human nature is cast. This is upon the
whole the most wonderful, as it is perhaps the most
generally recognised, of Chaucer’s gifts. It would not of
itself have sufficed to make him a great dramatist, had
the drama stood ready for him as a literary form into
which to pour the inspiration of his genius, as it
afterwards stood ready for our great Elizabethans. But to
it were added in him that perception of a strong dramatic
situation, and that power of finding the right words for
it, which have determined the success of many plays, and
the absence of which materially detracts from the
completeness of the effect of others, high as their
merits may be in other respects. How thrilling, for
instance, is that rapid passage across the stage, as one
might almost call it, of the unhappy Dorigen in the
‘Franklin’s Tale’! The antecedents of the situation, to
be sure, are, as has been elsewhere suggested, absurd
enough; but who can fail to feel that spasm of anxious
sympathy with which a powerful dramatic situation in
itself affects us, when the wife, whom for truth’s sake
her husband has bidden be untrue to him, goes forth on
her unholy errand of duty?
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24 . MATTHEW ARNOLD, CHAUCER LACKS SERIOUSNESS

1880

Arnold (1822-88), educated at Balliol College, Oxford,
poet, critic and schools-inspector, emphasises and
overemphasises Chaucer’s debt to the French, and expresses
again the strong nineteenth-century feeling for Chaucer’s
genial worldliness and humanity. With more originality he
has good things to say about Chaucer’s metre and diction.
In a famous judgment he denies him ‘high and excellent
seriousness’; perhaps by this he meant to imply the lack
of some sense of passionate commitment. It is curious to
note how Arnold’s quotation from Dante, and his reference
to Villon, were taken up for independent use by Ezra Pound
and T.S.Eliot. The extract is from the General
Introduction to ‘The English Poets’, ed. T.H.Ward (1880),
reprinted in ‘Essays in Criticism’, 2nd series (1888), pp.
XXX—XXXVI.

The predominance of French poetry in Europe, during the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries, is due to its poetry of
the langue d’oil, the poetry of northern France and of the
tongue which is now the French language. In the twelfth
century the bloom of this romance-poetry was earlier and
stronger in England, at the court of our Anglo-Norman
kings, than in France itself. But it was a bloom of French
poetry; and as our native poetry formed itself, it formed
itself out of this. The romance-poems which took
possession of the heart and imagination of Europe in the
twelfth and thirteenth centuries are French; ‘they are,’
as Southey justly says, ‘the pride of French literature,
nor have we anything which can be placed in competition
with them.’ Themes were supplied from all quarters; but
the romance-setting which was common to them all, and
which gained the ear of Europe, was French. This
constituted for the French poetry, literature, and
language, at the height of the Middle Age, an unchallenged
predominance. The Italian Brunetto Latini, the master of
Dante, wrote his ‘Treasure’ in French because, he says,
‘la parleure en est plus delitable et plus commune a
toutes gens.’'..
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Yet it is now all gone, this French romance-poetry, of
which the weight of substance and the power of style are
not unfairly represented by this extract from Christian of
Troyes. Only by means of the historic estimate can we
persuade ourselves now to think that any of it is of
poetical importance.

But in the fourteenth century there comes an
Englishman nourished on this poetry, taught his trade by
this poetry, getting words, rhyme, metre from this
poetry; for even of that stanza which the Italians used,
and which Chaucer derived immediately from the Italians,
the basis and suggestion was probably given in France.
Chaucer (I have already named him) fascinated his
contemporaries, but so too did Christian of Troyes and
Wolfram of Eschenbach. Chaucer’s power of fascination,
however, is enduring; his poetical importance does not
need the assistance of the historic 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 read
now. His language is a cause of difficulty for us; but so
also, and I think in quite as great a degree, is the
language of Burns. In Chaucer’s case, as in that of
Burns, it is a difficulty to be unhesitatingly accepted
and overcome.

If we ask ourselves wherein consists the immense
superiority of Chaucer’s poetry over the romance-poetry—
why it is that in passing from this to Chaucer we suddenly
feel ourselves to be in another world, we shall find that
his superiority is both in the substance of his poetry and
in the style of his poetry. His superiority in substance
is given by his large, free, simple, clear yet kindly view
of human life,—so unlike the total want, in the romance-
poets, of all intelligent command of it. Chaucer has not
their helplessness; he has gained the power to survey the
world from a central, a truly human point of view. We have
only to call to mind the Prologue to ‘The Canterbury
Tales’. The right comment upon it is Dryden’s: ‘It is
sufficient to say, according to the proverb, that here is
God’s plenty.’ And again: ‘He is a perpetual fountain of
good sense.’ It is by a large, free, sound representation
of things, that poetry, this high criticism of life, has
truth of substance; and Chaucer’s poetry has truth of
substance.

Of his style and manner, if we think first of the
romance-poetry and then of Chaucer’s divine liquidness of
diction, his divine fluidity of movement, it is difficult
to speak temperately. They are irresistible, and justify
all the rapture with which his successors speak of his
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‘gold dew-drops of speech.’ Johnson misses the point
entirely when he finds fault with Dryden for ascribing to
Chaucer the first refinement of our numbers, and says that
Gower also can show smooth numbers and easy rhymes. The
refinement of our numbers means something far more than
this. A nation may have versifiers with smooth numbers and
easy rhymes, and yet may have no real poetry at all.
Chaucer is the father of our splendid English poetry; he
is our ‘well of English undefiled,’ because by the lovely
charm of his diction, the lovely charm of his movement, he
makes an epoch and founds a tradition. In Spenser,
Shakespeare, Milton, Keats, we can follow the tradition of
the liquid diction, the fluid movement, of Chaucer; at one
time it is his liquid diction of which in these poets we
feel the virtue, and at another time it is his fluid
movement. And the virtue is irresistible.

Bounded as is my space, I must yet find room for an
example of Chaucer’s virtue, as I have given examples to
show the virtue of the great classics. I feel disposed to
say that a single line is enough to show the charm of
Chaucer’s verse; that merely one line like this—

O martyr souded in virginitee!

has a virtue of manner and movement such as we shall not
find in all the verse of romance-poetry;—but this is
saying nothing. The virtue is such as we shall not find,
perhaps, in all English poetry, outside the poets whom I
have named as the special inheritors of Chaucer’s
tradition. A single line, however, is too little if we
have not the strain of Chaucer’s verse well in our
memory; let us take a stanza. It is from ‘The Prioress’s
Tale’, the story of the Christian child murdered in a
Jewry—

My throte is cut unto my nekke-bone

Saidé this child, and as by way of kinde

I should have deyd, yea, longé time agone;
But Jesu Christ, as ye in bookés finde,
Will that his glory last and be in minde,
And for the worship of his mother dere
Yet may I sing O Alma loud and clere.

Wordsworth has modernised this Tale, and to feel how
delicate and evanescent is the charm of verse, we have
only to read Wordsworth’s first three lines of this stanza
after Chaucer’s—
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My throat is cut unto the bone, I trow,
Said this young child, and by the law of kind
I should have died, yea, many hours ago.

The charm is departed. It is often said that the power of
liquidness and fluidity in Chaucer’s verse was dependent
upon a free, a licentious dealing with language, such as
is now impossible; upon a liberty, such as Burns too
enjoyed, of making words like neck, bird, into a
dissyllable by adding to them, and words like cause,
rhyme, into a dissyllable by sounding the e mute. It is
true that Chaucer’s fluidity is conjoined with this
liberty, and is admirably served by it; but we ought not
to say that it was dependent upon it. It was dependent
upon his talent. Other poets with a like liberty do not
attain to the fluidity of Chaucer; Burns himself does not
attain to it. Poets, again, who have a talent akin to
Chaucer’s, such as Shakespeare or Keats, have known how to
attain to his fluidity without the like liberty.

And yet Chaucer is not one of the great classics. His
poetry transcends and effaces, easily and without effort,
all the romance-poetry of Catholic Christendom; it
transcends and effaces all the English poetry
contemporary with it, it transcends and effaces all the
English poetry subsequent to it down to the age of
Elizabeth. Of such avail is poetic truth of substance, in
its natural and necessary union with poetic truth of
style. And yet, I say, Chaucer is not one of the great
classics. He has not their accent. What is wanting to him
is suggested by the mere mention of the name of the first
great classic of Christendom, the immortal poet who died
eighty years before Chaucer,—Dante. The accent of such
verse as

In la sua volontade & nostra pace..

is altogether beyond Chaucer’s reach; we praise him, but
we feel that this accent is out of the question for him.
It may be said that it was necessarily out of the reach of
any poet in the England of that stage of growth. Possibly;
but we are to adopt a real, not a historic, estimate of
poetry. However we may account for its absence, something
is wanting, then, to the poetry of Chaucer, which poetry
must have before it can be placed in the glorious class of
the best. And there is no doubt what that something is. It
is the onouﬁalérns, the high and excellent seriousness,
which Aristotle assigns as one of the grand virtues of
poetry. The substance of Chaucer’s poetry, his view of
things and his criticism of life, has largeness, freedom,
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shrewdness, benignity; but it has not this high
seriousness. Homer’s criticism of life has it, Dante’s has
it, Shakespeare’s has it. It is this chiefly which gives
to our spirits what they can rest upon; and with the
increasing demands of our modern ages upon poetry, this
virtue of giving us what we can rest upon will be more and
more highly esteemed. A voice from the slums of Paris,
fifty or sixty years after Chaucer, the voice of poor
Villon out of his life of riot and crime, has at its happy
moments (as, for instance, in the last stanza of ‘La Belle
Heaulmiére’) more of this important poetic virtue of
seriousness than all the productions of Chaucer. But its
apparition in Villon, and in men like Villon, is fitful;
the greatness of the great poets, the power of their
criticism of life, is that their virtue is sustained.

To our praise, therefore, of Chaucer as a poet there
must be this limitation; he lacks the high seriousness of
the great classics, and therewith an important part of
their virtue. Still, the main fact for us to bear in mind
about Chaucer is his sterling value according to that real
estimate which we firmly adopt for all poets. He has
poetic truth of substance, though he has not high poetic
seriousness, and corresponding to his truth of substance
he has an exquisite virtue of style and manner. With him
is born our real poetry.

25. GERARD MANLEY HOPKINS, CHAUCER’S SCANNING

1880, 1881

In the year 1880 yet another remarkable Balliol poet
commented on Chaucer. Hopkins (1844-89), Jesuit priest and
tormented poet, educated at Balliol College, Oxford, spent
much time and thought on the techniques of scansion. In
extract (a) the mention of Wyatt and Surrey, and of
‘rhythm’ leads one to suspect that his remarks are based
consciously or unconsciously on Nott (Vol. 1, No. 94).
Hopkins, though a great poet, was eccentric in matters of
scholarship (‘'The Letters of G.M.Hopkins to Robert
Bridges’, ed. C.C.Abbott, 1935, 5 September 1880, pp. 106-
7) . Extract (b) appears to take a different line (‘'The
Correspondence of G.M.Hopkins and R.W.Dixon’, ed.
C.C.Abbott, 1935; 3 October 1881, pp. 66-7).
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(a)

I have not studied Wyatt, but Surrey I used to read: he, I
think, is a greater man. He was an accomplished rhythmist,
not that the experiments in couplets of long twelves and
thirteens are pleasing, though this is better than
couplets both twelves or both thirteens. He has a very
fine style free from Euphuism. However, to speak of the
sample you send, I must say that I think you have missed
the clue. You take the rhythm for free triple time, iambs
and anapaests say, and four feet to a line (except the
refrain). But to get this you have to skip, in two lines
out of these few, a whole foot as marked and stressy as
any other foot. This is a licence unpardonable by the
reader and incredible in the writer.

Before offering my own thoughts I must premise
something. So far as I know triple time is in English
verse a shy and late thing. I have not studied ‘Piers
Ploughman’ and so cannot pronounce how far triple time is
boldly employed in it; at least it must have been
suggested. But on the. Romance side of our versification
triple time appeared, I think, late. It may have been
suggested by ‘Piers Ploughman’s’ rhythm, as I have said,
but partly I conjecture it arose from a simple
misunderstanding or misreading of Chaucer and the verse of
that date and thereabouts. Chaucer and his contemporaries
wrote for a pronunciation fast changing (everybody knows
that final e for instance has often to be sounded in
Chaucer, but everybody does not know that mostly it is not
to be sounded and that the line which scans by its aid is
really to be scanned another way). Their versification was
popular and hit the mark in its time, but soon, as far as
I can see, became obsolete, and they being much read and
not rightly scanned thus came to suggest rhythms which
they never thought of. The same sort of thing has, I
think, happened often in the history of verse. And so far,
Wyatt’s piece might be scanned as you scan it—but for the
two lines with a foot too much.

Now in particular I suppose that the verse called
doggrel (in which the play of ‘Royster Doyster’ is written
and parts of ‘Love’s Labour’, the ‘Shrew’ etc) arose in
this way: I do not know how else such a shapeless thing
can have arisen. If it were a spontaneous popular growth
it wd. [be] simpler and stronger. It must be the
corruption or degeneration of something literary
misunderstood or disfigured. Its rule is: couplets, with a
pause dividing each line and on either side of this either
two or three (perhaps sometimes even more) stresses, so
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that the line may range from four to six feet, and the
rhythm variable too, iambic or anapaestic.

This wretched doggrel I think Surrey was sytematising
and raising in that couplet of his of which I spoke above
and, to come to the point, I conjecture that Wyatt is
dealing with the same thing here. The main point is the
pause or caesura; on that the line turns. The notion of
pause or caesura had come to English versification from
two different quarters; from ‘Piers Ploughman’ and the
older native poetry on the one hand, where it is marked by
a sort of Greek colon or by a stroke, and from France on
the other, where it is essential both to the Alexandrine
and to the old ten-syllable or five-foot line of the
Chansons and is marked after the fourth syllable, I find.

(b)

I have found that Chaucer’s scanning, once understood, is
extremely smooth and regular, much more so than is thought
by Mr. Skeat and other modern Chaucerists, and they think
it regularity itself compared to what Dryden and older
critics thought of it.

26. ALGERNON CHARLES SWINBURNE, THE MIDDLE CLASS

1880, 1886

The poet and critic Swinburne (1837-1909), educated at
Balliol College, Oxford, after some commonplace remarks
about humour and pathos, asserts class to be more divisive
than country, and accepts a characteristically late-
nineteenth-century and misguided threefold social scheme
of upper, middle and lower classes for placing Chaucer in
the poet’s own class, from which it has been hard for
Chaucer to escape. Extract (a) is from Short Notes on
English Poets, ‘The Fortnightly Review’ (1880), pp. 708-13
(a comment on W.M.Rossetti, ‘Short Lives of English
Poets’, 1878); (b) Chaucer Lacks Sublimity, ‘Miscellanies’
(1886), p. 152.
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(a)

It is through no lack of love and reverence for the name
of Chaucer that I must question his right, though the
first narrative poet of England, to stand on that account
beside her first dramatic, her first epic, or her first
lyric poet. But, being certainly unprepared to admit his
equality with Shakespeare, with Milton, and with Shelley,
I would reduce Mr. Rossetti’s mystic four to the old
sacred number of three. Pure or mere narrative is a form
essentially and avowedly inferior to the lyrical or the
dramatic form of poetry; and the finer line of distinction
which marks it off from the epic marks it also thereby as
inferior.

Of all whose names may claim anything like equality of
rank on the roll of national poets—not even excepting
Virgil—-we may say that Chaucer borrowed most from abroad,
and did most to improve whatever he borrowed. I believe it
would be but accurate to admit that in all his poems of
serious or tragic narrative we hear a French or Italian
tongue speaking with a Teutonic accent through English
lips. It has utterly unlearnt the native tone and cadence
of its natural inflections; it has perfectly put on the
native tone and cadence of a stranger’s; yet is it always
what it was at first—lingua romana in bocca tedesca. It
speaks not only with more vigour but actually with more
sweetness than the tongues of its teachers; but it speaks
after its own fashion no other than the lesson they have
taught. Chaucer was in the main a French or Italian poet,
lined thoroughly and warmly throughout with the substance
of an English humourist. And with this great gift of
specially English humour he combined, naturally as it were
and inevitably, the inseparable twin-born gift of
peculiarly English pathos. In the figures of Arcite and
Grisilde, he has actually outdone Boccaccio’s very self
for pathos: as far almost as Keats was afterwards to fall
short of the same great model in the same great quality.
And but for the instinctive distaste and congenital
repugnance of his composed and comfortable genius from its
accompanying horror, he might haply have come nearer than
he has cared or dared to come even to the unapproachable
pathos of Dante. But it was only in the world of one who
stands far higher above Dante than even Dante can on the
whole be justly held to stand above Chaucer, that figures
as heavenly as the figures of Beatrice and Matilda could
move unspotted and undegraded among figures as earthly as
those of the Reve, the Miller, and the Wife of Bath: that
a wider if not keener pathos than Ugolino’s or Francesca's
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could alternate with a deeper if not richer humour than
that of Absolon and Nicholas.

It is a notable dispensation of chance—one which a
writer who might happen to be almost a theist might
designate in the deliciously comical phrase of certain
ambiguous pietists as ‘almost providential’—that the three
great typical poets of the three great representative
nations of Europe during the dark and lurid lapse of the
Middle Ages should each afford as complete and profound a
type of a different and alien class as of a different and
alien people. Vast as are the diversities of their
national and personal characters, these are yet less
radical than the divergences between class and class which
mark off each from either of his fellows in nothing but in
fame. Dante represents, at its best and highest, the upper
class of the dark ages not less than he represents their
Italy; Chaucer represents their middle class at its best
and wisest, not less than he represents their England;
Villon represents their lower class at its worst and its
best alike, even more than he represents their France. And
of these three the English middle class, being
incomparably the happiest and the wisest, is indisputably,
considering the common circumstances of their successive
times, the least likely to have left us the highest
example of all poetry then possible to men. And of their
three legacies, precious and wonderful as it is, the
Englishman’s is accordingly the least wonderful and the
least precious. The poet of the sensible and prosperous
middle class in England had less to suffer and to sing
than the theosophic aristocrat of Italy, or the hunted and
hungry vagabond who first found articulate voice for the
dumb longing and the blind love as well as for the
reckless appetites and riotous agonies of the miserable
and terrible multitude in whose darkness lay dormant, as
in a cerecloth which was also a chrysalid, the debased and
disfigured godhead which was one day to exchange the
degradation of the lowest populace for the revelation of
the highest people—for the world-wide apocalypse of
France. The golden-tongued gallows-bird of Paris is
distinguished from his two more dignified compeers by a
deeper difference yet—a difference, we might say, of
office and of mission no less than of genius and of gift.
Dante and Chaucer are wholly and solely poets of the past
or present—singers indeed for all time, but only singers
of their own: Villon, in an equivocal and unconscious
fashion, was a singer also of the future; he was the first
modern and the last mediaeval poet. He is of us, in a
sense in which it cannot be said that either Chaucer or
Dante is of us, or even could have been; a man of a
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changing and self-transforming time, not utterly held
fast, thought still sorely struggling, in the jaws of hell
and the ages of faith.

But in happy perfection of manhood the great and
fortunate Englishman almost more exceeds his great and
unfortunate fellow-singers than he is exceeded by them in
depth of passion and height of rapture, in ardour and
intensity of vision or of sense. With the single and
sublimer exception of Sophocles, he seems to me the
happiest of all great poets on record; their standing type
and sovereign example of noble and manly happiness. As
prosperous indeed in their several ages and lines of 1life
were Petrarch and Ariosto, Horace and Virgil; but one only
of these impresses us in every lineament of his work with
the same masculine power of enjoyment. And when Ariosto
threw across the windy sea of glittering legend and
fluctuant romance the broad summer lightnings of his large
and jocund genius, the dark ages had already returned into
the outer darkness where there is weeping and gnashing of
teeth—the tears of Dante Alighieri and the laughter of
Frangois Villon. But the wide warm harvest-field of
Chaucer’s husbandry was all glorious with gold of ripening
sunshine while all the world beside lay in blackness and
bonds, throughout all those ages of death called ages of
faith by men who can believe in nothing beyond a building
or a book, outside the codified creeds of a Bible or the
oecumenical structures of a Church.

(b)

On all other points Chaucer is of course almost immeasurably
the superior of Wordsworth; in breadth of human interest, in
simplicity of varied sympathies, in straightforward and
superb command of his materials as an artist, the inspired
man of the world as much excels the slow-thoughted and self-
studious recluse as in warmth and wealth of humour, in
consummate power of narrative, and in childlike manfulness
of compassionate or joyous emotion; but their usual
relations are reversed when the subject treated by
Wordsworth exacts a deeper and intenser expression of
feeling, or when his thought takes wing for higher flights
of keener speculation, than the strong, elastic, equable
movement of Chaucer’s thought and verse could be expected to
achieve or to attain. In a word, the elder singer has a
thousand advantages over the later, but the one point on
which the later has the advantage is worth all the rest put
together: he is the sublimer poet of the two.
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27. WILLIAM MORRIS, GENTLEMAN AND HAPPY CHILD

1888

William Morris (1834-96), poet, artist, and socialist, was
educated at Exeter College, Oxford. Love of his idea of
the Middle Ages and of fourteenth-century England was a
mainspring of his multifarious activity and almost
universal genius. Chaucer, however, does not appear
greatly to interest him, and his only substantial comment
is in a popular summary, Feudal England, ‘Signs of Change’
(1888), pp. 73-5.

The successor of the deposed king, the third Edward,
ushers in the complete and central period of the Middle
Ages in England. The feudal system is complete: the life
and spirit of the country has developed into a condition
if not quite independent, yet quite forgetful, on the one
hand of the ideas and customs of the Celtic and Teutonic
tribes, and on the other of the authority of the Roman
Empire. The Middle Ages have grown into manhood; that
manhood has an art of its own, which, though developed
step by step from that of 0ld Rome and New Rome, and
embracing the strange mysticism and dreamy beauty of the
East, has forgotten both its father and its mother, and
stands alone triumphant, the loveliest, brightest, and
gayest of all the creations of the human mind and hand.

It has a literature of its own too, somewhat akin to
its art, yet inferior to it, and lacking its unity, since
there is a double stream in it. On the one hand is the
court poet, the gentleman, Chaucer, with his Italianizing
metres, and his formal recognition of the classical
stories; on which, indeed, he builds a superstructure of
the quaintest and most unadulterated mediaevalism, as gay
and bright as the architecture which his eyes beheld and
his pen pictured for us, so clear, defined, and elegant
it is; a sunny world even amidst its violence and passing
troubles, like those of a happy child, the worst of them
an amusement rather than a grief to the onlookers; a
world that scarcely needed hope in its eager life of
adventure and love, amidst the sunlit blossoming meadows,
and green woods, and white begilded manor-houses. A
kindly and human muse is Chaucer’s, nevertheless,
interested in and amused by all life, but of her very
nature devoid of strong aspirations for the future; and
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that all the more, since, though the strong devotion and
fierce piety of the ruder Middle Ages had by this time
waned, and the Church was more often lightly mocked at
than either feared or loved, still the habit of looking
on this life as part of another yet remained: the world
is fair and full of adventure; kind men and true and
noble are in it to make one happy; fools also to laugh
at, and rascals to be resisted, yet not wholly condemned;
and when this world is over we shall still go on living
in another which is a part of this. Look at all the
picture, note all and live in all, and be as merry as you
may, never forgetting that you are alive and that it is
good to live.

That is the spirit of Chaucer’s poetry; but alongside of
it existed yet the ballad poetry of the people, wholly
untouched by courtly elegance and classical pedantry; rude
in art but never coarse, true to the backbone; instinct
with indignation against wrong, and thereby expressing the
hope that was in it; a protest of the poor against the
rich, especially in those songs of the Foresters, which
have been called the mediaeval epic of revolt; no more
gloomy than the gentleman’s poetry, yet cheerful from
courage, and not content. Half a dozen stanzas of it are
worth a cartload of the whining introspective lyrics of
to-day; and he who, when he has mastered the slight
differences of language from our own daily speech, is not
moved by it, does not understand what true poetry means
nor what its aim is.

There is a third element in the literature of this time
which you may call Lollard poetry, the great example of
which is William Langland’s ‘Piers Plowman.’ It is no bad
corrective to Chaucer, and in form at least belongs wholly
to the popular side; but it seems to me to show symptoms
of the spirit of the rising middle class, and casts before
it the shadow of the new master that was coming forward
for the workman’s oppression.

28. THOMAS RAYNSFORD LOUNSBURY, CHAUCER AVOIDS DULL
ENGLISH SERIOUSNESS

1891

Lounsbury (1838-1915), professor of English literature at
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Yale University, wrote a massive and learned three-volume
work, ‘Studies in Chaucer’ (1891 in the USA, 1892 in the
UK), which cleared away much rubbish and established much
useful fact. His admirable essay on the Learning of
Chaucer is still useful. His final critical summary of
which an extract follows, is judicious if not original,
and the comment on English heaviness is worthy to be set
against Arnold (No. 24). The extract is from ‘Studies in
Chaucer’, III, pp. 438-45.

There is satisfactory evidence that the perfection his
work attained was the result of patient labor. It would,
accordingly, be no wonder if there should be found some
places which his ultimate revision never reached. Yet
there is a difficulty about even this view from the way
Chaucer himself speaks of his own productions. No other
inference could well be drawn from the language he uses
than that he regarded the ‘House of Fame,’ for instance,
as perfectly complete. If so, that completed form of it
has certainly perished. But it has too many companions of
the same kind for us to entertain confidence that it ever
existed. It is impossible now to discover what were the
causes which brought about the results that have been
described. The unfinished condition in which so much of
Chaucer’s work was left may have been due to the pressure
of duties from which he could not escape. His life was a
busy one, and literature during much of it could only have
been an occasional avocation. It may have been due to a
sanguine disposition which led him to project undertakings
which he had neither the requisite leisure nor strength to
accomplish, or to a procrastinating habit of mind and that
submitted easily to the necessity or desirability of
deferring the performance of a duty to a time that never
came. Or, finally, it may have been due to weariness of
his subject, and even to positive disgust with it. Whether
due to one of these causes or to all of them, or to some
cause not as yet pointed out, the fragmentary state in
which many of the works of Chaucer have come down is an
undeniable fact. If is a result there is every reason to
deplore. Had the ‘Canterbury Tales’, in particular, been
completed on the scale on which they were projected, we
should have had a picture of the entire social and
religious life of the fourteenth century, and to some
extent of its political life, such as has never been
drawn of any century before or since in the history of
the world.

In the foregoing pages I have sought to show that
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Chaucer was not only a great artist, but that he became so
at the cost of time and labor; that in him, standing at
the fountain-head of English literature, the critical
spirit was as highly developed as the creative; that the
course he pursued in any given case was no accident of
momentary impulse, nor was it due to unquestioning
acquiescence in what was then generally accepted; that, on
the contrary, it was the fruit of ripened reflection and
deliberate choice; that it caused him in consequence to
censure in some cases what his contemporaries approved,
and continued to approve; that it led him in other cases
to condemn at last what he had at first been disposed to
deem praiseworthy. Contrary as are these views to those
once universally held, the evidence presented hardly
permits us even to doubt their truth. If we need further
confirmation, we can find it in one marked change that
took place in his literary methods. In his earlier work he
introduces constantly characters that are merely
personifications of qualities or acts or sentiments. In so
doing he followed the practice of his immediate
predecessors. As he advanced in knowledge and judgment and
taste he shook himself free from the trammels of this
temporary fashion. He abandoned almost entirely the field
of abstractions in which the men of his time delighted,
and in which his contemporary Langland was contented to
remain. For the shadowy beings who dwell in the land of
types he substituted living men and women; for the
allegorical representation of feelings and beliefs, the
direct outpourings of passion. Changes of method such as
these are not the result of freak or accident. Chaucer,
accordingly, must stand or fall not merely by our opinion
of what he did, but by our knowledge that what he did was
done consciously. The responsibility for his words and
acts cannot be shifted from him to his age. We can accept
the convictions he entertained or we can reject them; but
we can never dismiss them as not being in a genuine sense
his convictions. He is not merely a man of genius acting
under the influence of an inspiration to which he commits
himself blindly and unreservedly. He is a force that must
be reckoned with in all critical discussions of the art he
practised.

It is impossible to take final leave of the poet without
some notice of what is on the whole the most pronounced
characteristic of his style. This is the uniformly low
level upon which he moves. There is no other author in our
tongue who has clung so closely and so persistently to the
language of common life. Such a characteristic appealed
strongly to the men who led the revolt against the
artificial diction that prevailed in the poetry of the
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last century. It attracted in particular the attention of
Wordsworth. The course of his predecessor he cited as an
authority for the one which he himself adopted. He cannot,
it is true, be always congratulated upon the way in which
he himself carried his theories in practice. The
invariable felicity of Chaucer in treating the simplest
themes is made especially noteworthy by the frequent
failures that attended the similar efforts of one of the
greatest of his successors. For the acknowledged mastery
which is conceded in this particular to the early poet
means much more than at first sight it seems. It is
difficult, says Horace, in a passage the precise purport
of which has been much disputed, to say common things with
propriety. In a sense which has frequently been given to
these words there is no question as to the unrivalled
skill displayed by Chaucer. There have been many men of
genius who have been able to say grand things grandly. To
the fewest of the few is reserved the achievement of the
far harder task of discoursing of mean things without
discoursing meanly; of recounting the prosaic events of
life without becoming prosaic one’s self; of narrating
them in the plainest terms, and yet investing them with
poetic charm. It is in the power of genius only to
accomplish this at all; but it is by no means in the power
of all genius.

It is because he stayed so persistently on these low
levels that Chaucer was enabled to combine with apparent
ease characteristics and methods that are often deemed
incompatible. His words are the more effective because
their very simplicity makes upon the mind the impression
of understatement. The imagination of the reader fills in
and exaggerates the details which have been left half-
told. It is owing to this restraint of expression that
whatever he says is not only at all times and in all
places free from literary vulgarity, it never loses the
dignity that belongs, as well in letters as in life, to
consummate high-breeding. There is an exquisite urbanity
in his manner which gives it an attractiveness as
pervasive and yet as undefinable as that which the subtle
evanescent flavor of arch allusion imparts to his matter.
I do not mean by this to convey the idea that Chaucer
abounds in ornate and brilliant passages, or that he is
constantly saying remarkable things in a remarkable way.
It is simply that in dealing with the common he is never
commonplace. However trivial may be the theme upon which
he is discoursing, his language always retains the air of
distinction. As a further result of this absolute
naturalness, he is enabled to pass from the gravest to the
lightest topics without giving the reader the slightest
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sensation of shock. The border-land between simplicity and
silliness is both a narrow and a dangerous one. It is
beset with pitfalls for the unwary, and it is only the
greatest masters that can traverse it with impunity.
Chaucer treads its limited confines with a liberty which
few, even of men of loftiest genius, have ventured to
take. His freedom, indeed, verges at times upon audacity.
In the Knight’s tale, for illustration, following close
upon the high-wrought description of the great tournament
comes the recital of the methods taken by the physicians
to save the life of the victor in the struggle. The
failure they meet with is told in the simplest terms.
Their efforts were fruitless because they received no help
from nature. Suddenly the poet interposes his own comment
on the uselessness, under such conditions, of the medical
art in words like these:

And certainly there nature will not wirche,
Farewell physic! Go bear the man to church!

With this quaint expression of personal opinion, he passes
at once to the pathetic parting-scene between the dying
lover and the woman for whom he is about to die. Yet these
rapid transitions do not produce upon the mind any effect
of inappropriateness or incongruity. Tears and laughter
stand side by side in Chaucer’s verse as they do in life.
The gay, and at times almost comic, element that appears
in the midst of exciting and even sorrowful scenes never
jars upon the feelings. It seems to us no more out of
place than the figures on the exteriors of stately
cathedrals, where antic forms grin from every gargoyle,
and imps are perched upon every coign of vantage, as if to
impress upon the beholder how near the comedy of life
stands to its tragedy; how inextricably involved is the
tie between its lightest and most mocking moods and its
profoundest mysteries.

I am not claiming for Chaucer that he is one of the few
supremest poets of the race. His station is near them, but
he is not of them. Yet, whatever may be the rank we accord
him among the writers of the world’s chief literatures,
the position he holds in his own literature is one that
can no longer be shaken by criticism or disturbed by
denial. Time has set its final seal upon the verdict of
his own age, and the refusal to acknowledge his greatness
has now no effect upon the opinion we have of the poet
himself, but upon our opinion of those who are unable to
appreciate his poetry. To one alone among the writers of
our own literature is he inferior. Nor even by him has he
been surpassed in every way. There are characteristics in
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which he has no superior, and, it may be right to add, in
which he has no equal. Nor is the supremacy accorded him
in these respects due to any consideration of his
antiquity; though it can be easily admitted that to
appreciate fully what Chaucer did for English literature
we must first read the works of his predecessors and
contemporaries. It might not be altogether amiss to add to
the list several of his successors. There is one
particular in which his merits in reference to the
literature are simply transcendent. He overcame its
natural tendencies to a dull seriousness which could
sometimes be wrought into vigorous invective, but had
little power to fuse the spiritual element of poetry with
the purely intellectual. Into the stolid English nature,
which may be earnest, but evinces an almost irresistible
inclination towards heaviness, he brought a lightness, a
grace, a delicacy of fancy, a refined sportiveness even
upon the most unrefined themes, which had never been known
before save on the most infinitesimal scale, and has not
been known too much since.

Nor is this the only distinctive characteristic in which
Chaucer excels. There is no other English author so
absolutely free, not merely from effort, but from the
remotest suggestion of effort. Shakespeare mounts far
higher; yet with him there are times when we seem to hear
the flapping of the wings, to be vaguely conscious that he
is lashing his imagination to put forth increased
exertions. But in Chaucer no slightest trace of strain is
to be detected. As on the lower levels the line never
labors, so on the higher he never makes the impression
that he is trying to make an impression. It is the
absolute ease with which he rises that often prevents our
perceiving how rapidly he has risen. We have suddenly been
transported into another atmosphere without the least
consciousness on our part of the extent of the distance
traversed. In this the poet is like his own picture of
Fame. At one moment the goddess seems to the visitor at
her temple to be hardly the length of a cubit. In an
instant, and almost before he is aware of what has taken
place, she stands before his wondering eyes with her feet
resting upon the earth and her head touching the heights
of highest heaven. Nor is it alone for the naturalness and
ease which results from this union of strength and
simplicity that the greatest of his successors have
delighted to honor the poet. Full as willingly have they
paid homage to the qualities of character displayed in his
works as to those of intellect.
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29. WILLIAM PATON KER, THE COMMONPLACE TRANSFORMED

1895

Ker (1855-1923), educated at Glasgow University and
Balliol College, Oxford, professor of English at London
University, united immense scholarly knowledge with richly
thoughtful critical appreciation, expressed in prose whose
learning and intelligence is matched by its wit and
elegance. This example is taken from The Poetry of
Chaucer, a very long and full review of ‘The Complete
Works of Chaucer’, 6 vols (1894), edited by W.W.Skeat, in
‘The Quarterly Review’, CLXXX (April 1895), pp. 521-48.

(p. 522) There is a place for biographical particulars,
and there is a place for commentaries and glossaries; but
the first and most necessary thing for every reader of
Chaucer is that he should be allowed to read the poems for
himself in something like peace of mind. It may be at
times amusing to make one’s own emendations, but not in
the middle of Chaucer’s story of ‘Troilus.’ Mr. Skeat’s
edition has removed these offences, and in it the writings
of the great master of verse may be read without the
impertinences of ‘Adam Scriveyn’ and his successors.

The art of Chaucer in some of its qualities was as
fully recognised two hundred years ago as it can be at
the present day. With regard to some of the strongest
parts of Chaucer’s poetry, no later writer has been able
to add anything essentially new to the estimate given by
Dryden. ‘Here is God’s plenty’ is still the best
criticism ever uttered on the ‘Canterbury Tales’; and
Dryden’s comparison of Chaucer and Ovid, with his
preference of the English author’s sanity and right
proportions over the Latin poet’s ornamental epigrams, is
to this day a summary of the whole matter, and enough in
itself to give liveliness and meaning even to such a
battered critical phrase as the ‘following of Nature’; a
phrase which is so employed by Dryden in this context as
almost to look like a new idea.

In other respects, however, there is a defect in
Dryden’s criticism; and, in spite of the exertions of
many scholars, his failure to appreciate Chaucer’s
versification has been very generally repeated since his
time. It is possible that, even at the present day,
Dryden’s estimate of the laxity of Chaucer’s verse may
still represent the common opinion. That Chaucer’s verse
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is irregular, though it may have ‘the rude sweetness of a
Scotch tune,’ is possibly even now a fallacy not too
extravagant to be entertained. If it is anywhere to be
found, this error is a natural and pardonable result of
the old uncritical editions. Mr. Skeat, in one place,
shows himself aggrieved with Dryden’s opinion, and taxes
Dryden with arrogance for overlooking the beauties of
Chaucer’s verse. Perhaps Mr. Skeat will come to admit
that he has in this case allowed himself to be drawn too
far by zeal for his author. Dryden, who in criticising
Chaucer explains that ‘it is an easy matter for a man of
ordinary parts to find a fault in one of greater,’ and
who protests with emphasis against the common patronising
view of Chaucer, was plainly speaking his mind without
any trace of disparagement when he confessed himself
unable to find correctness in Chaucer’s verse. For this
censure he had every justification in the text of the
edition that he read, and in the traditional way of
reading Chaucer. But whatever may have been his
justification, the censure was wrong, and it is in this
respect that Dryden’s criticism of Chaucer has become
antiquated. The poetical imagination of Chaucer and the
general virtues of his thought and manner are recognised
by Dryden: the delicacy and beauty of his verse have had
to wait longer for acknowledgment, and can hardly be said
to be rightly estimated even now. The ways of Chaucer’s
verse and the laws of his rhymes have been studied and
ascertained by many critics: by Mr. Skeat himself, by Dr.
Bernhard ten Brink, by Mr. Henry Bradshaw. But after all
their work, it still remained to carry out consistently,
in a critical edition of the text, the principles which
had been detected in the study of the documents. This is
what Mr. Skeat has done, and this is the chief part of
his credit.

The text of Chaucer as here printed will no doubt be
made to pass under examination by the specialists in that
branch of learning, and will not be allowed to go
altogether without criticism. In many places there is room
for argument about the readings preferred by the editor,
and in some there may appear to be good ground, in the
materials afforded by the editor himself, for disputing
his decision. But while it may be left to time and to the
minute investigation of critics to prove the validity of
certain of Mr. Skeat’s readings, there can be little
question as to the soundness of his method and the success
with which he has applied his principles to the separate
problems as they rose in the course of his labours.

It cannot be said that the text of Chaucer has been
ill-preserved, on the whole, in manuscripts. The
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materials for a critical text of Chaucer are rich enough,
if they are compared with the foundations of the text of
Shakespeare. There are, however, certain unfortunate
circumstances by which the manuscripts of Chaucer are
commonly affected. These are indicated not obscurely by
Chaucer himself in more places than one: his appeal to
the conscience of Adam, the ready writer, is the cry of
an injured man who had suffered-much and long without
protest; and ‘Troilus’ ends with a prayer for the
preservation of his book:-

that noon miswryte thee
Ne thee mysmetre for defaute of tonge.

This anxiety and this grievance of Chaucer were caused by
something more than the ordinary and universal inaccuracy
of mankind in dealing with other people’s copy, and with
their own when it has to be corrected. Whatever may be the
explanation of the fact, the fact is too certain, that
after Chaucer for nearly a hundred and fifty years there
was a general decay in England, in English writers and
readers, of the sense of metre and rhythm. Nothing more
abject and decrepit ever passed for English verse than
some of the things produced by English poets in the
fifteenth century, and by poets who boasted themselves the
followers of Chaucer. The best manuscripts of Chaucer were
written by and for people who found music in Lydgate; and
it is only by some standard of the difference between
Chaucer’s verse and Lydgate’s that the readings of
Chaucerian manuscripts can be tested and controlled. It
seems impossible to believe that the melody of Chaucer’s
verse was ignored by his contemporaries; but the practice
of his chief imitators is enough to prove that the secret
of his verse was very generally lost even in the lifetime
of some of his contemporaries. Adam Scriveyn, at his
worst, could hardly make more discord out of his
‘mismetring’ of Chaucer than Lydgate was capable of
producing out of his own head on any provocation. Where
Lydgate was an honoured poet, it is no wonder that the
copiers of books were occasionally indifferent to
Chaucer’s accuracy of verse.

This common condition of English literary taste in the
fifteenth century must be the justification of an editor
when he prefers one manuscript reading to another for the
sake of the metres of Chaucer. The difficulty is to prove
that the principles on which the text is chosen are the
same as the principles of Chaucer’s versification.
Whatever may be thought of Mr. Skeat’s theoretic prosody,
and there is some reason to think it questionable in many



236 Chaucer: The Critical Heritage vol.2

points of detail, his practice in the comparison of
alternative readings appears to be guided by a sound
instinct. He does not trust the manuscripts for readings
that are plainly unmetrical and discordant; at the same
time the accuracy for which he contends is not the
accuracy of an a priori system or a modern theory. It is
not forced upon the text by an editor contending for his
own private ideal of style, ‘like slashing Bentley with
his desperate hook.’ The reading of Chaucer’s verse and
the rules of Chaucer’s practice are learned by comparison
of the texts, and by induction from the evidence they
present. The texts of Chaucer in the manuscripts, with all
their imperfections, are good enough to prove that Chaucer
was an artist. The corruptions are not enough to hide or
distort the beauty of his verse, and a fair amount of
certainty is attainable in respect of his usage and his
variations of usage. The principles of Chaucer’s verse may
be discovered and demonstrated, and Mr. Skeat has done
nothing immoderate in his practical application of them.

There is not very much conjectural emendation in the
text. There are, however, some happy restorations which
have all the charm of infallible conjectures. In the case
of Chaucer at any rate, however it may be with other
difficult and hazardous authors, there seems to be
required almost as rare a gift to detect and read aright
the right reading of the manuscript, as to invent a
plausible new reading to take its place. There are in Mr.
Skeat’s text some admirable and memorable examples of safe
and decisive criticism, where the result is produced, not
by conjecture, but by discrimination of the meaning of the
extant version. One or two of these may be quoted, to
prove what sort of things have been done by Mr. Skeat, and
on what sort of ground the reputation of his great work
may be based. In ‘Troilus and Criseyde,’ B. iii., 673, Dr.
Morris’s text reads:

Ther nys no more, but here efter soone

Thei voide, dronke, and traveres drawe anon;
Can every wyghte that hadde nought to done
More in the place, oute of the chaumber gone.

Mr. Skeat’s text and the notes thereto pertaining are as
follows: -

(Text:)
Ther nis no more, but here-after sone,
The voydé dronke, and travers drawe anon,
Can every wight, that hadde nought to done
More in that place, out of the chamber gon.
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(Various readings:)

674. Cl. Cp. H. The voyde; Cm. they voydyn; Ed. They
voyde; H. 2. They voydid, &c.

(Commentary:)

‘The voidé being drunk, and the cross-curtain drawn
immediately afterwards.’ The best reading is voyde or
voydee. This seems to be here used as a name for the
‘loving-cup’ or ‘grace-cup,’ which was drunk after the
table had been cleared or voided. Properly it was a slight
dessert of ‘spices’ and wine; where spices meant
sweetmeats, dried fruits, &c. See Notes and Queries, 2 S.
xi. 508. The traverse was a screen or curtain drawn across
the room; cf. Cant. Ta. E 1817, King’s Quair, st. 90.

An ‘additional note’ at the end of the volume gives
further instances of the word, including one from the
account of the ‘Dethe of James Stewarde, Kyng of Scotys,’
and one from Mr. Rossetti’s poem on this same subject, the
‘King’s Tragedy’: ‘then he called for the voidee-cup.’

In this case the manuscript authority, which is good,
has been commonly neglected in the editions of Chaucer for
the sake of a gloss which looks easy, but which really
makes nonsense of the sense and dislocates the syntax. Mr.
Skeat has invented nothing: he has merely read the text
aright, and understood the words before him.

Another instance from the same book is equally
satisfactory. The reading ‘gofish people,’ in ‘Troilus,’
iii. 584, has amused and perplexed many etymologists. Mr.
Skeat spoils the fun by reading the manuscripts with
attention; he finds the word there to be really goosish,’
a word equally expressive and more intelligible, which, it
may be remarked, had to be reinvented by Mrs. Carlyle in
her correspondence: ‘the goosish man, my quondam lover.’

It would not be difficult to find many similar cases,
where the text is made sound and good by the editor’s
industry, erudition, and sense, without any need of the
more dangerous and showy expedients of criticism, and at
the same time with all the exhilarating effect of a good
game well played according to the rules and conventions.

The six volumes of the book are disposed in the
following order. The first contains the ‘Romaunt of the
Rose’ and the minor poems, with their commentaries and
elaborate introductions: a Life of Chaucer stands at the
beginning of the volume. The second contains ‘Boethius’
and ‘Troilus’; the third, ‘The House of Fame,’ the
‘Legend of Good Women,’ and the ‘Treatise on the
Astrolabe,’ each with its accompaniment of notes: the
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latter part of the volume is taken up by the essay on the
sources of the ‘Canterbury Tales.' The ‘Canterbury Tales’
themselves are the contents of the fourth volume; the
notes are in the fifth. The sixth is made up of the
general Introduction, together with the glossary to the
whole of Chaucer. There are also many additional short
essays and passages of commentary. Of works doubtfully or
wrongly attributed to Chaucer, Mr. Skeat has admitted the
‘Romaunt of the Rose’ and the ‘Tale of Gamelyn,’ besides
some short pieces, of little importance. The Apocrypha,
one is glad to know, are to be collected, later, in a
volume by themselves.

The commentary in this edition is throughout intended to
be positive and substantial. It may be confessed that it
gives the impression of weight and bulk, and that the
Clarendon Press has done little to relieve the general
aspect of sobriety, much at variance with the demeanour of
the contents, and very unlike the appearance of the
illuminated books from which the poems are copied.
Something of this is inevitable. There must be
commentaries and explanations; the ‘old fields’ of poetry
cannot be left to themselves, and the machinery by which
they are refreshed is not to be set going without some
amount of strain and noise. It may not be out of place to
hope that the editor and the Delegates of the Press may
see good to publish some day a text of Chaucer by itself,
in something like the form of Dr. Morris’s six volumes in
the Aldine series. Chaucer will still be read by idle
people, and some of his light poems are rather heavily
weighted in this edition. ‘Boece’ and the ‘Astrolabe’ are
good in their way, but it is too much to be asked to carry
them everywhere for the sake of the poems that are here
bound up along with them.

And was it necessary to give such prominence in the
‘Canterbury Tales’ to Dr. Furnivall’s distinguishing
labels, from ‘Group A’ to ‘Group H’? To enumerate the
separate blocks in which the uncompleted last work of
Chaucer was left, and to mark the separate bales for
reference in an inventory, was a useful piece of
business. Dr. Furnivall, as a factor on Chaucer’s estate,
was able to make out the condition in which it had been
left, and no reader can afford to neglect his description
of it, his enumeration of the different sections of the
Tales, groups beginning and ending abruptly, without
prologues or interludes to make a connexion with the
rest. But these ‘groups’ are accidental; the line of
division between them is drawn by the mere chance that
prevented Chaucer from completing his interludes between
all the Tales, from carrying out his great design, from
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finishing the composition with a story and a prologue for
each of the pilgrims. The order of the groups is open to
question: Mr. Skeat, while using Dr. Furnivall’s
arrangement, does not accept it as authoritative. Are the
faces of the Tales to be blackened for ever with Dr.
Furnivall’s A’s and B’s? Is the gentle reader to have
these imposed on him in the headline of every page? Is he
nowhere to be allowed to escape from the machinery, and
are all future generations to quote the Tales according
to these super-scriptions? This may seem a trivial
matter, but it is really of some importance that the
implements of the commentator should be kept in their own
place, and not be left lying about when their work is
done. As a historical fact, it is true that a ‘group’ of
the Tales is begun by the Prologue of the Wife of Bath,
that no introduction connects this group with any
previous group, that Chaucer had in this place left
something to be finished later when he should have time,
and that he never found time to supply what was wanting.
It does not however seem expedient or necessary on this
account that the lines of the Wife of Bath’s Prologue
should be quoted for ever as beloning to ‘Group D,’ nor
that every page of this group should be stamped with a
black D in the headline. It is for the interest of the
whole world that Chaucer’s writings should possess their
most appropriate and most adequate commentary; and, on
the other hand, that the commentary should be restrained
from intrusion into the text. These irrelevant earmarks
of the groups are the only blemish on pages that are
otherwise clear and pleasant to read.

Mr. Skeat’s introductions and annotations have in part
been anticipated in his earlier editions of separate works
of Chaucer: the minor poems, the ‘House of Fame,’ the
‘Legend of Good Women,’ the ‘Astrolabe,’ and various
selections from the Tales. If in this way some of the
commentary may be wanting in novelty, on the other hand
the editor’s clients have been educated in the meantime,
and the reception of the book has been made easier.
Further, the editor has been making fresh improvements at
all points of his ground, and each division of his book
shows that his study of Chaucer is continually bringing in
new discoveries. There is no suggestion or trace of a
belief that the work of interpreting Chaucer has been
brought to a close in these six volumes. The reader is
kept inspirited by the thought that there is more to be
reaped, or at any rate to be gleaned, in these old fields
of poetry; while it is manifest at the same time that the
editor intends to secure what he can out of the things
that still remain to be discovered.
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It is occasionally, by some writers and disputants,
taken for granted that the scientific study of the old
forms of English is in some mysterious way incompatible
with any knowledge or appreciation of the beauties of
literature. Into the grounds of this prejudice it is not
necessary to enquire. Mr. Skeat has proved in this book,
as often before in others, that a knowledge of the
language in which an author wrote need be no hindrance to
a comprehension of his meaning. It is time that this,
which ‘was some time a paradox,’ should come to be more
generally recognised. There are one or two places in
particular which may be selected from the notes to stand
as examples at once of method and of the results of
method. The best of these perhaps is presented by
sections 25 to 51 of the general Introduction (vol. 6, p.
xxxX1.), in which there is a discussion of the vowels of
Chaucer’s rhymes, with the most satisfactory and clear
conclusions in regard to a great number of textual
problems. The seventeenth section also, on Chaucer’s
occasional use of Kentish forms, is a demonstration well
conducted to a profitable end. There is no need to quote
or to repeat the argument of these passages. It may be
permissible, however, to refer to them as instances of
discrimination and sound reasoning rightly applied, and
of the scholarly use of scientific grammar in the
foundation of a text.

With respect to some other parts of the grammatical
Introduction, it is not possible to feel quite the same
confidence: more especially in the section on Chaucer’s
forms of verse there appears to be room for some
amendment. Mr. Skeat has invented a metrical notation of
his own, and has gone somewhat elaborately into the
difficulties of scansion. Every writer on English verse
has his own metrical symbols, and no one appears to pay
any attention to any other theorist, except in occasional
intervals for depreciation. It is dangerous to have an
opinion on this subject, which seems to exasperate the
mind and diction of most of its professors. Yet it may be
submitted, though without any pretension of authority,
that to scan a verse 1is not, as Mr. Skeat and some other
writers seem to hold, the same thing as to recite it. The
scansion or measurement or analysis of a verse is not
intended to show how a verse should be read or chanted.
The method of some writers on English versification is to
take a line and read it with what appears to them to be
the just accent and the right pauses; then to try to
represent their own ideas of time and emphasis in notes of
their own invention. But as a matter of theory there may
be many right ways of chanting a verse, while as a matter
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of fact the opinions of one man with regard to just accent
and right pauses are generally detestable to other men; so
that this form of measurement is illusory, because it
satisfies only its own author and no one else. It is not
the pulse of a verse, but the skeleton, that has to be
measured by metrical theory. It is hard to believe that
Mr. Skeat’s symbolic pictures of Chaucer’s rhythms can
possibly make anything clear that might not have been
explained without them. That they may produce confusion
and distress among innocent people is perhaps only one of
the jealous suspicions that are too frequent in this
region of speculation. It is beyond contest that the
effect of this part of the Introduction is far short of
the lucidity and security attained by the dissertation on
Chaucer’s use of the vowels.

Mr. Skeat in this connexion refers to the varieties of
French verse known to Chaucer, and especially to the
varieties of the French decasyllable, and its analogous
measure the hendecasyllable in Italian. Here the ground is
surer; but unfortunately Mr. Skeat appears to have stopped
too soon in his consultation of the authorities. He takes
from Mr. Paget Toynbee’s ‘Specimens of 0ld French’ a
summary description of the four varieties of the 0ld
French decasyllable. This is perfectly satisfactory and
clear, and gives the right beginning. The French line,
with its sharp division after the fourth syllable, is more
primitive than the Italian or the English line, with its
greater freedom; the French line deserves to be considered
first, even apart from any claim it may derive from its
place in the French poems that Chaucer knew and admired.
But Mr. Skeat goes on from this point in a way that can
hardly fail to be confusing; and this is the mere to be
regretted because it is just at this point that he
approaches one of the difficult metrical questions in
Chaucer, namely, the dropping of a syllable at the
beginning of a line.

For to delen with no swich poraille

is, according to ordinary notions, an heroic line short of
one syllable. The licence is common enough in the shorter
couplets, and that Chaucer thought such a variety good
enough for his longer verse need not be doubted; it shall
not, at any rate, be disputed here. The care that Mr.
Skeat gave many years ago to this point of Chaucerian
scholarship is one of the innumerable grounds of
obligation to him. Unfortunately he appears to have done
something to spoil his treatment of this subject in his
Introduction, by a somewhat inconsiderate use of other
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people’s theories, and by a reference to analogies and
precedents that will not stand enquiry. There is nothing
to be gained from French verse in this connexion. If
Chaucer used this exceptional rhythm in his heroic lines,
it was by following the common practice of the shorter
octosyllabic verse and of early English verse generally in
its treatment of foreign rhyming measures. There is
nothing like it to be found among the decasyllables of
Chaucer’s French poets.

It is peculiarly difficult to follow Mr. Skeat in his
description of the French decasyllabic line. After a
sufficient account of the ‘epic caesura’ and the feminine
rhyme, he continues, in a passage which is surely more
than disputable: -

But the fact is that 0ld French verse admits of more
licences than the above. It was also permissible for the
poet, besides adding to the line at the end [i.e., in
the feminine rhyme, by the addition of an eleventh
syllable], to subtract from it at the beginning, viz. by
omitting the first weak syllable at the beginning, or
the first weak syllable in the second half line; i.e.,
after the caesura.

Mr. Skeat appears to imply in this (besides some other
questionable things which may be neglected) that Chaucer had
before him, in the French poets whom he read, examples of
lines analogous to his own shortened form, as represented in
the line ‘Til wel ny/the day began to springe.’ This is a
point that requires to be proved by citation; it can hardly
be proved in any other way. Mr. Skeat has not presented any
such form of verse as a variation allowed to French
decasyllables. That such a monstrosity may exist in some 0Old
French verse written in England, appears to be confessed,
although with pain and reluctance, by the masters of French
prosody. That it occurs anywhere in the myriads of
decasyllables in French of France is a discovery that has
yet to be made; a prodigy which, in the minds of some
scholars, would call for something like a ceremony of
expiation. But though this part of the Introduction may
appear to be somewhat hasty in its conclusions and in its
employment of evidence, it ought to be remarked that these
defects, if admitted to exist, are yet nothing like an
equivalent on the negative side, to the solid excellences of
the grammatical survey. Mr. Skeat’s theoretical prosody, if
it is wrong, can be altered, without injury to the rest of
the book.

If there is weakness in the description of Chaucer’s
verse, it 1s a weakness that does not affect the editor’s
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reading of his texts. Its influence does not extend beyond
the few pages of the Introduction in which the subject of
prosody is considered, while, on the other hand, the
goodness of the strong part of the Introduction is felt and
proved in every line and page of the text. The grammatical
Introduction gives the principles by which the text is
rendered secure. The description of Chaucer’s vowels, the
notes on his Kentish variations, are of some importance, it
may be surmised, to students of philology, if that be the
right name for the province of natural history to which such
things belong. But the importance of this section of Mr.
Skeat’s work is not limited to that study; it declares
itself in the whole process by which the manuscripts are
compared and scrutinised; it is part of the code of the
editor’s critical scholarship. These two portions of the
Introduction—one certainly strong, the other apparently
weak—ought to be compared: the result of the comparison must
be, for every candid reader, an increased admiration of the
way in which the editor has worked. There are not many books
of equal compass in which the faults are of so little
account. They are all far removed from the vital centres; a
caviller with the worst imaginable will could hardly do more
damage in this rich ground than might be repaired by the
editor in a morning’s labour.

It is hardly necessary or expedient to go over Mr.
Skeat’s commentary and describe what will be plain enough
to any one who makes a trial of it. There are, however,
three pieces of editing which it would be unjust to pass
over without acknowledgment and praise. These are, the
text of the ‘Romaunt of the Rose,’ the text of ‘Troilus,’
and the text of the ‘Legend of Good Women.’

The text of the ‘Romaunt of the Rose’ has been studied by
many scholars since Mr. Henry Bradshaw made it the ground
of his demonstration of Chaucer’s usage in rhymes. In Mr.
Skeat’s Preface the evidence on this question is given
clearly in a summary form. It is not, perhaps, to this that
the chief interest will belong, but rather to the text,
particularly to the text of the first fragment, which is
here for the first time printed on the same page with the
French original, and emended by comparison with it.

The poem of ‘Troilus’ has never before been edited with
any care, though it is long since the ground was broken by
the parallel texts of the Chaucer Society. As it is
demonstrably the largest in scale of all the poet’s
compositions, while it is plausibly maintained by some to
be his greatest poem, there is reason to be glad that it
has at last received the attention of an editor, and at
last been freed from the impossible readings that
disgraced it in the older editions.
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The double version of the Prologue to the ‘Legend of
Good Women’ has been published already in Mr. Skeat’s
small edition of that poem; but the discovery of it is
still recent enough to be a novelty, and its appearance
here, in its proper place among the collected works of
Chaucer, is an event to be respectfully chronicled.

Mr. Skeat has deliberately left out of account, in his
prefaces and commentaries, the question of the value of
Chaucer’s writings. This is the great omission in the
book. The case must have been fully considered, and it is
possible to accept the reasons that have prevailed. A
commentary exact and positive, a record of ascertainable
facts about the poems, a carefully edited text of
Chaucer’s writings, these are the things that are given in
this book; they are left to be used as may be thought fit
by those who have wit enough to read them. It is a good
example to all editors who may be less temperately
inclined; and the austerity and parsimony of the design
must be refreshing and stimulating to any one of the many
who are exhausted and cloyed by too much effusive
criticism.

In the case of Chaucer it is peculiarly difficult to
draw any line between criticism which is historical and
positive, and criticism which is purely aesthetic. The
distinction is always an elusive one. The criticism that
deals in historical facts, that traces origins, that
investigates old debts of poet to poet and pupil to
master, is a different process, no doubt, from that which
calculates the present value, the immediate effect, of a
passage of verse. But in reality those distinct processes
are seldom found apart. They may be distinguished
logically and in the abstract, but they are always
together in real life if either of them is to be worth
anything. It is impossible to trace the history of a poem
which you do not understand, and it is impossible to
understand a poem if you understand nothing else. The
‘Book of the Duchess,’ for instance, may be worth
something at a first reading to one who has never before
read anything of Chaucer, or anything of Chaucer’s date;
but it is hardly to be estimated how large a part of its
meaning is kept back when there is no association in the
reader’s mind with the great host of earlier and later
similar poems on similar motives, when the poem of the
Duchess Blanche is separated from all its companions in
that masque of shadows, the old courtly poetry of France.

It is possible that Mr. Skeat may have been led too far
in his abstinence from literary criticism. Some of the
subjects which he has left out might very well have been
admitted, as positive matter of history, without
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trespassing too far on any debatable ground. It is
necessary to know a good deal about French poetry before
one can rightly appreciate the difference, the individual
and indefinable grace, which was added by Chaucer to the
inheritance received by him from Machault and the other
poets of that school. There is plenty of room in Mr.
Skeat’s edition for something more than he has thought fit
to say about the authors whom Chaucer read, and the
character of the literature in which he was educated. Mr.
Skeat, for instance, in his renunciation of the task of
literary criticism, refers to Mr. Lowell’s essay on
Chaucer to make good his defection. But he gives no
indication that in Mr. Lowell’s essay, apart from his
criticism and praise of Chaucer, there is much that is
questionable or plainly erroneous in his historical
opening. Mr. Lowell reiterates the old historical theory
which Dryden learned from Rymer, and Pope from Dryden, and
which may be traced down through Warton to many later
essayists, that Chaucer knew the poetry of Provence as
well as that of France, or, in Mr. Lowell’s language, ‘was
familiar with all that had been done by Troubadour or
Trovére.’ This is an historical question, belonging
closely indeed to the literary criticism of Chaucer, but
not to be decided out of hand by any critic without some
careful enquiry. Mr. Skeat, in referring to Mr. Lowell’s
essay, might have drawn attention to this point, and might
have indicated whether there is or is not any evidence for
a statement which seems to have been repeated by English
critics for two centuries on the inauspicious authority of
Thomas Rymer, and without any other or better evidence
whatsoever. It would be easy to find other and more
important examples of the questions that arise in
connexion with Chaucer, where the historical record of his
poetical education is inextricably mixed with the problems
of his own individual genius and his own poetical
imagination.

There is hardly any author of whom so many commonplaces
are true, and by whom so many commonplaces are proved to
be inept and ridiculous. The commonplaces of historical
origin and environment, of the conditions of literary
production, of the evolution of literary forms, and all
the rest of them, are verified and illustrated in the life
of Chaucer. ‘The poet as representative of his age’ is
made ready for the preacher in the volumes of Chaucer. The
author of ‘Typical Developments’ might find his booty in
those early poems of Chaucer that seem at first to be the
product wholly of some ‘tendency,’ some ‘spirit of the
age,’ without any admixture of any particular character
from the man who took the trouble to write them. And it is
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not one tendency only, or one taste or study, that is
embodied in Chaucer’s writings, but all the ideas, all the
prepossessions, all the fashions, all the vanities of the
world, from courtly rhyming to importunate moralities; all
the learning, from the trivial arts to the heights of
Astronomy, and beyond the primum mobile. He comes out of
the Middle Ages like Glaucus from the sea, in the tenth
book of the ‘Republic, where the real man, or god, is
unrecognisable in the overgrowth of shells and tangle. The
rich chaotic and formless life, the ooze and wrack of the
mediaeval depths, are indeed left behind and cleared away
when Chaucer comes to his own. But no great poet has
retained in so large a part of his extant work the common
‘form and pressure’ of his own time and the generation
immediately before his own.

Dante had as large a share of mediaeval learning, and in
his earlier writings is almost as much subject as Chaucer
was to the prevalent fashions. There is not, however, in
the progress of Dante from the earlier poetical
conventions and from the learning of the schools, the same
paradoxical element as in the history of Chaucer’s poetry.
Dante in one way is a ‘representative’ of mediaeval habits
of thought and imagination, shared by him with unnumbered
nameless scholars and metaphysical poets. But he always
wears the common habit with some difference of his own,
and, more than that, he carries up all the commonplaces of
his reading and his early experiments into the ‘heaven of
his invention,’ in the ‘Divine Comedy.’ Whereas Chaucer is
again and again content to remain simply on the level of
his contemporaries: one large fragment of the ‘Canterbury
Tales’ 1is an undistinguished and unmanageable block of the
most hopeless commonplace: the ‘Tale of Melibeus’ is a
thing incapable of life, under any process of
interpretation, a lump of the most inert ‘first matter’ of
mediaeval pedantry, which is yet introduced by Chaucer in
his own person, in company with his latest and finest
work, for the entertainment of the Canterbury Pilgrims. In
many of his poems, though in these always with some grace
of form and never with anything like the oppression of
Melibeus, Chaucer repeats the common tunes, the idle
sequences of phrases and rhymes in fashion among the most
abstract and most unsubstantial of all the schools of

poetry. In his great poems, in ‘Troilus,’ in the ‘Legend
of Good Women,’ in the most notable parts of the
‘Canterbury Tales,’ he has carried on the commonplace

matter to a higher form, and has given individuality to
the commonplace without destroying its generic character
altogether; as, in his own way, Dante always, in the most
exalted parts of his poetry in the ‘Commedia,’ retains
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some of the features of the ‘Vita Nuova’ and the
‘Convito.’ Chaucer, however, in his collected writings is
encumbered, unlike Dante, with a crowd of miscellaneous
pieces of work; sketches, fragments, translations,
exercises, the product of hours in which he had no call to
do anything else or anything better than a journalist or
an ordinary person might do. He could escape, when he
thought good, from the restrictions of the mediaeval
habit; he could turn the mediaeval fashion into something
incomparably bright and lively; he could give body and
strength to the dreams and the echoes of the garden of the
Rose. But very often, and that to the very end of his
life, he found it easier and more comfortable to take the
traditional conventions as he found them, and to use them
as they were used by people of no importance, and no
remarkable power of their own.

It is this relation of Chaucer to the mediaeval
commonplaces that gives room for any amount of historical
commentary. Mr. Lowell asks, at the beginning of his
essay, ‘Will it do to say anything more about Chaucer? Can
any one hope to say anything, not new, but even fresh, on
a topic so well-worn?’ It is no less fair a problem to
enquire whether there can ever be any end to the
illustration of a writer who is in such sympathy with the
common moods of his contemporaries and his predecessors
that every new discovery or new opinion about the literary
wealth of the Middle Ages must inevitable have some
bearing, more or less direct, on the study of his
writings. It is still a long way to the end, and not so
very far from the beginning of the criticism of the French
poets whom Chaucer read. It is only the other day that the
poems of Oton de Granson were discovered—'Graunson flour
of hem that maken in France,’—and among them the original
of Chaucer’s ‘Complaint of Venus.’ There is not yet any
good edition of Machault, and the edition of Eustache
Deschamps is not yet completed for the Société des anciens
Textes. It is still open to any one to make his own
critical judgment of the works of those authors; there has
been little dictation of any formal or established opinion
on the subject. Those authors are included in the great
host of amatory poets whose common qualities are so
common, and whose distinctive characters are so hard to
fix and to describe. Little has yet been done to seize the
volatile essence of that courtly poetry which takes so
many forms in different countries, and all of them so
shadowy. So long as the spirit of those French poets is
still undetected and undescribed, except in the most
general terms, by the literary historian, it cannot be
said that the criticism of Chaucer is exhausted.
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It is easily possible to be tired of the historical
criticism that plies its formulas over the sources and
origins of poetry, and attempts to work out the spiritual
pedigree of a genius. It cannot, however, be seriously
argued that enquiries of this sort are inept in the case
of Chaucer, whose obligations to his ancestors are
manifest in every page, not to speak of those debts that
are less obvious. If the result, in most instances, is to
bring out Chaucer’s independence more in relief by the
subtraction of his loans, and to prove the limitations of
this historical method when it is made to confront the
problems of original and underived imagination, there is
no great harm done, but the contrary. It is the result to
be looked for.

These volumes of Chaucer present one interesting case
where the enquiry into origins has scored one conspicuous
success, and in an equal degree has found its limits and
proved its inability, after all, to analyse the
inexplicable. The ‘House of Fame’ has been subjected to
laborious study, and one important set of facts has been
brought to evidence about it. The relation of the poem to
the ‘Divine Comedy’ has been considered and discussed by
Sandras, Ten Brink, and other scholars, and is here
explained by Mr. Skeat. The proof is decisive. There is no
remnant of doubt that Chaucer had been reading Dante when he
wrote the ‘House of Fame'; that he derived from the
suggestions of Dante the images and the pageants of his
dream, and many of the phrases in which it is narrated.
Here, however, the proof comes to an end. The historical
enquiry can do no more. And when all is said and done, the
‘House of Fame’ still stands where it stood—a poem
inexplicable by any references to the poem from which it was
borrowed, a poem as different from the ‘'‘Divine Comedy’ as it
is possible to find in any Christian tongue. The true
criticism of the poem has to begin where the historical
apparatus leaves off. If its quiddity is to be extracted,
the ‘House of Fame’ must be taken, first of all, as the poem
it is, not as the poem from which it is derived.

It is in this way that the works of Chaucer afford the
most delightful tests of ingenuity and of the validity and
right use of the methods of criticism. No task is more
dangerous for a critic who has his own private device for
the solution of all problems. The problems in Chaucer are
continually altering, and the ground is one that calls for
all varieties of skill if it is to be tracked out and
surveyed in all its changes of level.

The appearance of Chaucer’s works at last in this
satisfactory and convenient form, with the blemishes of
the vulgate texts removed, and everything made easy for
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every one who is not too anxious about his ease, can
hardly fail to call out some new devotion to the great
master of stories. Chaucer is always being discovered,
like Homer, Shakespeare, and the book of Baruch; and his
discoverers are not to be pitied, though one may be
inclined to ask them to deal gently with their ignorant
friends, and not to be vexed because of the obdurate who
say that Chaucer was a hack and a translator.

After the first discovery of all, there is none more
pleasant than the discovery how little Chaucer’s genius is
exhausted in the ‘Canterbury Tales,’ and how far his great
book is from being his greatest poem, or from representing
his genius to the full. It is only by looking at the
‘Canterbury Tales’ from the vantage-ground of the other
works that the magnitude of Chaucer can be in any way
estimated aright.

The ‘Canterbury Tales,’ which include so much, do not
include the whole of Chaucer. Some of his masterpieces are
there, and there is nothing like the Prologue anywhere
else; but outside of the group of the Tales is to be found
the finest work of Chaucer in the more abstract and
delicate kind of poetry ‘Anelida’; the most massive and
the richest of his compositions, which is ‘Troilus’; and
the most enthralling and most musical of all his idylls,
in the Prologue to the ‘Legend of Good Women,’ with the
balade of Alcestis, ‘sung in carolwise’:

Hyd, Absolon, thy gilte tresses clere.

The poem of ‘Anelida and the false Arcite,’ it may be
suspected, is too often and too rashly passed over. It has
a good deal of the artificial and exquisite qualities of
the court poetry; it appears to be wanting in substance.
Yet for that very reason the fineness of the style in this
unfinished poetical essay gives it rank among the greater
poems, to prove what elegance might be attained by the
strong hand of the artist, when he chose to work in a
small scale. Further, and apart from the elaboration of
the style, the poem is Chaucer’s example of the abstract
way of story telling. It is the light ghost of a story,
the antenatal soul of a substantial poem. The characters
are merely types, the situation is a mathematical theorem;
yet this abstract dama, of the faithless knight who leaves
his true love for the sake of a wanton shrew, is played as
admirably, in its own way, as the history of the two Noble
Kinsmen, or the still nobler Troilus.

It is difficult to speak moderately of Chaucer’s
‘Troilus.’ It is the first great modern book in that kind
where the most characteristic modern triumphs of the



250 Chaucer: The Critical Heritage vol.2

literary art have been won; in the kind to which belong
the great books of Cervantes, of Fielding, and of their
later pupils,—that form of story which is not restricted
in its matter in any way, but is capable of taking in
comprehensively all or any part of the aspects and humours
of life. No other mediaeval poem is rich and full in the
same way as ‘Troilus’ is full of varieties of character
and mood. It is a tragic novel, and it is also strong
enough to pass the scrutiny of that Comic Muse who detects
the impostures of inflated heroic and romantic poetry.
More than this, it has the effective aid of the Comic Muse
in that alliance of tragedy and comedy which makes an end
of all the old distinctions and limitations of narrative
and drama.

The original of ‘Troilus,’ the ‘Filostrato’ of Boccaccio,
is scarcely more substantial in its dramatic part, though it
is longer and has a more elaborate plot, than Chaucer’s
‘Anelida.’ The three personages of the one poem are not more
definite than the three of the other. The ‘Filostrato’ is
not merely ‘done into English’ in Chaucer’s ‘Troilus and
Criseyde.’ Chaucer has done much more than that for the
original poem; he has translated it from one form of art
into another,—from the form of a light romantic melody,
vague and graceful, into the form of a story of human
characters, and of characters strongly contrasted and subtly
understood by the author. The difference is hardly less than
that between the Italian novels and the English tragedies of
‘Romeo’ or ‘Othello,’ as far at least as the representation
of character is concerned. Chaucer learned from Boccaccio
the art of construction: the design of the ‘Filostrato’ is,
in the main outline, the design of Chaucer’s ‘Troilus and
Criseyde’; but in working out his story of these ‘tragic
comedians,’ the English poet has taken his own way, a way in
which he had no forerunners that he knew of, and for
successors all the dramatists and novelists of all the
modern tongues.

No other work of Chaucer’s has the same dignity or the
same commanding beauty. It would be difficult to find in
any language, in any of the thousand experiments of the
modern schools of novelists, a story so perfectly
proportioned and composed, a method of narrative so
completely adequate. Of the dramatic capacities of the
original plot, considering the use made of it in
Shakespeare’s ‘Troilus and Cressida,’ there is little need
to say anything. Boccaccio chose and shaped the plot of
his story with absolute confidence and success; there is
nothing to break the outline. The general outline is kept
by Chaucer, who thus obtains for his story a plan compared
with which the plan of Fielding’s greatest novel is
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illdevised, awkward, and irregular; while the symmetry and
unity of Chaucer’s story is compatible with a leisure and
a profusion in the details not less than Shakespeare’s,
and in this case more suitably bestowed than in
Shakespeare’s ‘Troilus.’ There is nothing in the art of
any narrative more beautiful than Chaucer’s rendering of
the uncertain faltering and transient moods that go to
make the graceful and mutable soul of Cressida; nothing
more perfect in its conception and its style than his way
of rendering the suspense of Troilus; the slowly-rising
doubt and despair keeping pace in the mind of Troilus with
the equally gradual and inevitable withdrawal and
alteration of love in the mind of his lady, till he comes
to the end of his love-story in Cressida’s weak and
helpless letter of defence and deprecation.

Besides the triumph of art in the representation of the
characters, there are more subsidiary beauties in ‘Troilus’
than anywhere else in Chaucer; as in the effective details
of the less important scenes, the ladies reading the romance
of Thebes together, the amateur medical advice for the fever
of Troilus, the visit of Helen the queen, the very Helen of
the Odyssey, to show kindness to Troilus in his sickness.
There are other poems of Chaucer, the ‘Knight’s Tale’ for
instance, in which Chaucer relies more consistently
throughout on the spell of pure romance, without much effort
at strong dramatic composition. But it is in ‘Troilus,’
where the art of Chaucer was set to do all its utmost in the
fuller dramatic form of story, that the finest passages of
pure romance are also to be found; in ‘Troilus,’ and not in
the story of Palamon and Arcite, or of Constance, or of
Cambuscan, or any other. At least it may be imagined that
few readers who remember the most memorable passage of pure
narrative in ‘Troilus,’ his entrance into Troy from the
battle without, will be inclined to dispute the place of
honour given to it by Chaucer’s last disciple, in his
profession of allegiance in the ‘Life and Death of Jason.’
The ‘tragedie’ of the lovers is embellished with single
jewels more than can be easily reckoned; with scenes and
pictures of pure romance; with the humours and the
‘ensamples’ and opinions of Pandarus; with verses of pure
melody, that seem to have caught beforehand all the music of
Spenser:

And as the newe abaysshed nightingale
That stinteth first whan she biginnith singe;

with many other passages from which the reader receives
the indefinable surprise that is never exhausted by long
acquaintance, and that makes the reader know he is in the
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presence of one of the adepts. But all these single and
separable beauties are nothing in comparison with the
organic and structural beauty of the poem, in the order of
its story, and in the life of its personages.

Chaucer is always at his best when he is put on his
mettle by Boccaccio. He is well enough content in other
instances to borrow a story ready made. In his
appropriation of Boccaccio he is compelled by his sense of
honour to make something as good if he can, in a way of
his own. He learns from the Italian the lesson of sure and
definite exposition; he does not copy the Italian details
or the special rhetorical prescriptions. The story of
‘Palamon and Arcite,’ on which Chaucer appears to have
spent so much of his time, is a different sort of thing
from ‘Troilus’; the problems are different; the result is
no less fortunate in its own way. The ‘Teseide,’ the
original of the ‘Knight’s Tale,’ is reduced in compass
under Chaucer’s treatment, as much as the ‘Filostrato’ is
strengthened and enlarged. The ‘Teseide,’ unlike the
‘Filostrato,’ is an ambitious experiment, no less than the
first poem in the solemn procession of modern epics
according to the rules of the ancients; an epic poem
written correctly, in twelve books, with epic similes.
Olympian machinery, funeral games, and a catalogue of the
forces sent into the field, all according to the best
examples. Chaucer brings it down to the form of a romance,
restoring it, no doubt, to the form of Boccaccio’s lost
original, whatever that may have been; at any rate to the
common scale of the less involved and less extravagant
among the French romances of the twelfth or thirteenth
century. For Boccaccio’s ‘Theseid,’ with all its
brilliance, is somewhat tedious, as an epic poem may be;
it is obviously out of condition, and overburdened in its
heroic accoutrements. The ‘Knight’s Tale’ is well
designed, and nothing in it is superfluous. There are some
well-known instances in it of the success with which
Chaucer has changed the original design: reducing the
pompous and unwieldy epic catalogue of heroces to the two
famous contrasted pictures ‘in the Gothic manner,’ the
descriptions of Lycurgus and Emetreus, and rejecting
Boccaccio’s awkward fiction in the account of the prayers
of Palamon, Arcita, and Emilia. But the most significant
part of Chaucer’s work in this story is the deliberate
evasion of anything like the drama of ‘Troilus and
Cressida.’

The ‘Knight’s Tale’ is a romance and nothing more; a
poem, a story, in which the story and the melody of the
poem are more than the personages. Chaucer saw that the
story would not bear a strong dramatic treatment. The
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Comic Muse was not to be bribed: neither then, nor later,
when the rash experiment of Fletcher in the ‘Two Noble
Kinsmen’ proved how well the elder poet was justified in
refusing to give this story anything like the burden of
‘Troilus.’ The Lady Emilia, most worshipful and most
shadowy lady in the romance, is too cruelly put to the
ordeal of tragedy: the story is refuted as soon at it is
made to bear the weight of tragic passion or thought.
Chaucer, who found the story of ‘Troilus’ capable of
bearing the whole strength of his genius, deals gently
with the fable of the ‘Theseid’; the characters are not
brought forward; instead of the drama of ‘Troilus,’ there
is a sequence of pictures; the landscapes of romance, the
castles and the gardens, are more than the figures that
seem to move about among them. There is pathos in the
‘Knight’s Tale,’ but there is no true tragedy. How
admirably Chaucer tells the pathetic story may be seen at
once by comparing the meeting of Palamon and Arcita in the
wood with the corresponding scene in Fletcher’s play:-

Ther nas no good day, ne no saluing;

But streight, withouten word orrehersing,
Everich of hem halp for to armen other,
As freendly as he were his owne brother.

This simplicity of style is the perfection of mere
narrative, as distinguished from the higher and more
elaborate forms of epic poetry or prose. The situation
here rendered is one that does not call for any dramatic
fulness or particularity: the characters of Palamon and
Arcite in any case are little qualified for impressive
drama. But the pathos of the meeting, and of the courtesy
rendered to one another by the two friends in their
estrangement, is a pathos almost wholly independent of
any delineation of their characters. The characters are
nothing: it is ‘any friend to any friend,’ an abstract
formula, used by Chaucer in this place with an art for
which he found no suggestion in Boccaccio, nor obtained
any recognition from Fletcher. In the ‘Teseide’ the
rivals meet and argue with one another before the duel in
which they are interrupted by Theseus; in the play of the
‘Two Noble Kinsmen’ they converse without any apparent
strain. In Chaucer’s poem the division between them is
made deeper, and indicated with greater effect in four
lines, than in the eloquence of his Italian master or his
English pupil.

Such is the art of Chaucer in the ‘Knight’s Tale’:
perfect in its own kind, but that kind not the greatest.
It needs the infinitely stronger fable of his ‘Troilus and
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Criseyde’ to bring out the strength of his imagination.
‘Troilus,’ to use a familiar term of Chaucer’s own, cannot
but ‘distain’ by comparison the best of the ‘Canterbury
Tales.’ ‘Troilus’ is not a romance, but a dramatic story,
in which the characters speak for themselves, in which the
elements that in the ‘Canterbury Tales’ are dissipated or
distributed among a number of tales and interludes are all
brought together and made to contribute in due proportion
to the total effect of the poem. In the ‘Canterbury Tales’
the comic drama is to be found at its best outside of the
stories, best of all in the dramatic monologues of the
‘Wife of Bath’ and the ‘Pardoner.’ It takes nothing away
from the glory of those dramatic idylls to maintain that
Chaucer’s Pandarus belongs to a higher and more difficult
form of comic imagination. The ‘Wife of Bath’ and the
‘Pardoner’ are left to themselves as much, or very nearly
as much, as the ‘Northern Farmer’ or ‘Mr. Sludge the
Medium.’ Pandarus has to acquit himself as well as he may
on the same stage as other and more tragic personages, in
a story where there are other interests besides that of
his humour and his proverbial philosophy. This is not a
question of tastes and preferences; but a question of the
distinction between different kinds and varieties of
narrative poetry. It is open to any one to have any
opinion he pleases about the value of Chaucer’s poetry.
But the question of value is one thing; the question of
kinds is another. The value may be disputed indefinitely;
the kind may be ascertained and proved. The kind of poetry
to which ‘Troilus’ belongs is manifestly different from
that of each and all of the ‘Canterbury Tales,’ and
manifestly a richer and more fruitful kind; and for this
reason alone the poem of ‘Troilus’ would stand out from
among all the other poems of its author.

The problems regarding Chaucer’s methods of composition
are inexhaustible. They are forced on the attention,
naturally, by this collected edition of his writings,
which makes the contradictions and paradoxes of Chaucer’s
life more obvious and striking than they ever were before.
‘Boece’ and ‘Troilus,’ which are mentioned together by
Chaucer himself, are here associated in the same volume:
the ‘Treatise on the Astrolabe’ goes along with the
‘Legend of Good Women.’ Of all the critical problems
offered by this great collection of the works of a great
master there is none more fascinating and none more
hopeless than the task of following his changes of mood
and his changes of handling. ‘Troilus’ is followed by the
‘House of Fame,’ a caprice, a fantasy, the poet’s
compensation to himself for the restraint and the
application bestowed on his greater poem. ‘Ne jompre eek
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no discordant thing yfere,’ is the advice of a literary
critic in the book of ‘Troilus’ itself: the critic knew
the mediaeval temptation to drag in ‘termes of physik’ and
other natural sciences, whether they were required or not.
The ‘House of Fame’ is an indulgence, after ‘Troilus,’ in
all the mediaeval vanities that had been discouraged by
the ambitious and lordly design of that poem. Allegory,
description, painted walls, irrelevant science, pageants
and processions of different kinds, everything that the
average mediaeval book makes play with,—these are the
furniture of the ‘House of Fame’; and, in addition to
these and through all these, there is the irony of the
dream, and the humorous self-depreciation which gives to
the ‘House of Fame’ the character of a personal
confession. It is one of the most intimate as well as one
of the most casual of all his works; a rambling essay in
which all the author’s weaknesses of taste are revealed,
all his fondness for conformity with his age and its
manners, while at the same time there is no other poem of
Chaucer’s so clear and so ironical in its expression of
his own view of himself. On the one hand, it is related to
all the dreariest and stalest mediaeval fashions; on the
other, to the liveliest moods of humorous literature. The
temper of Chaucer in his tedious description of the
pictures from the ‘Aeneid,’ in the first book, is in
concord with all the most monotonous and drawling poets of
the mediaeval schools; his wit in the collogquy with the
eagle in the second book is something hardly to be matched
except in literature outside the mediaeval conventions
altogether. The disillusion of the poet, when he imagines
that he is going to heaven to be ‘stellified,’ and is
undeceived by his guide, is like nothing in the world so
much as the conversation with Poseidon in Heine'’s
‘Nordsee,’ where the voyager has his fears removed in a
manner equally patronising and uncomplimentary.

The contradictions and the problems of the ‘House of
Fame,’ in respect of its composition and its poetical
elements, are merely those that are found still more
profusely and more obviously in the ‘Canterbury Tales.’
There is little need for any one to say more than Dryden
has said, or to repeat what every reader can find out for
himself, about the liveliness of the livelier parts of the
collection. The Prologue, the Interludes of conversation
and debate, the Host’s too masterful good humour, the
considerate and gentle demeanour of the Monk, the
Shipman’s defence of true religion, the confessions of the
Wife of Bath and the Pardoner, the opinions of the Canon’s
Yeoman,—of all this, and of everything of this sort in the
book, it is hopeless to look for any terms of praise that
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will not sound superfluous to people with eyes and wits of
their own. It is not quite so irrelevant to enquire into
the nature of the separate tales, and to ask how it is
that so many of them have so little of the character of
Chaucer, if Chaucer is to be judged by the Prologue and
the Interludes.

Some of the Tales are early works, and that explains
something of the mystery. Still the fact remains that
those early works were adopted and ratified by Chaucer in
the composition of his great work, when he made room for
the Life of St. Cecilia, and expressly set himself to be-

speak an audience for the gravity of ‘Melibeus.’ Here
again, though on a still larger scale, is the
contradiction of the elements of the ‘House of Fame,’ the

discord between the outword garment of the Middle Ages and
the new web from which it is patched.

There is nothing in all the ‘Canterbury Tales’ to set
against the richly varied story of ‘Troilus and Cressida.’
There are, however, certain of the ‘Canterbury Tales’
which are not less admirable in respect of mere technical
beauty of construction, though the artistic skill is not
shown in the same material as in ‘Troilus.’ The ‘Knight’s
Tale’ preserves the epic, or rather the romantic unities
of narrative, as admirably as the greater poem. The ‘Nun’s
Priest’s Tale’ is equally perfect in its own way, and that
way 1s one in which Chaucer has no rival. The story of
Virginia, the story of the fairy bride, the story of the
revellers who went to look for Death, and many others, are
planned without weakness or faltering in the design. There
are others which have an incurable fault in the
construction, a congenital weakness, utterly at variance
from the habit of Chaucer as shown elsewhere, and from the
critical principles which he had clearly mastered for his
own guidance in his study of Boccaccio.

The ‘Man of Law’s Tale,’ the story of Constance, is a
comparatively early work, which Chaucer apparently did not
choose to alter as he altered his first version of
‘Palamon and Arcite.’ At any rate, the story declares
itself as part of a different literary tradition from
those in which Chaucer has taken his own way with the
proportions of the narrative. The story of Constance has
hardly its equal anywhere for nobility of temper; but in
respect of unity and harmony of design it is as weak and
uncertain as the ‘Knight’s Tale’ is complete, continuous,
and strong. Chaucer, whose modifications of Boccaccio are
proof of intense critical study and calculation of the
dimensions of his stories, here admits, to rank with his
finished work, a poem beautiful for everything except
those constructive excellences on which he had come to set
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so much account in other cases. The story of Constance
follows the lines of a dull original. It has the defects,
or rather the excesses, of most popular traditional fairy-
tales. Chaucer, who afterwards refused to translate
Boccaccio literally, here follows closely the ill-designed
plot of a writer who was not in the least like Boccaccio.
The story repeats twice over, with variations in detail,
the adventure of the princess suffering from the
treacherous malice of a wicked mother-in-law; and, also
twice over, her voyage in a rudderless boat; the incident
of her deliverance from a villain, the Northumbrian
caitiff in the first instance, the heathen lord’s steward
in the second, is also repeated; while the machinery of
the first false charge made against Constance by the
Northumbrian adversary goes some way to spoil the effect
of the subsequent false charge made by the queen-mother,
Donegild. The poem has beauties enough to make any one
ashamed of criticism; yet it cannot be denied that its
beauties are often the exact opposite of the virtues of
Chaucer’s finished work, being beauties of detail and not
beauties of principle and design. The ‘Man of Law’s Tale’
with all the grace of Chaucer’s style has also the
characteristic unwieldiness of the common mediaeval
romance; while the ‘Knight’s Tale,’ which is no finer in
details, is as a composition finished and coherent, with
no unnecessary or irrelevant passages.

Besides the anomalies of construction in the ‘Canterbury
Tales,’ and not less remarkable than the difference
between the neatness and symmetry of the ‘Knight’s Tale’
and the flaccidity of the ‘Man of Law’s,’ there is an
anomaly of sentiment and of mood. ‘Melibeus’ may be left
out of account, as a portent too wonderful for mortal
commentary: there are other problems and distresses in the
‘Canterbury Tales,’ and they are singular enough, though
not altogether inexplicable or ‘out of all whooping,’ like
that insinuating ‘little thing in prose’ by which Sir
Thopas was avenged on his detractors.

The ‘Knight’s Tale’ is an artifice, wholly successful,
but not to be tampered with in any way, and above all
things not to be made into a drama, except for the theatre
of the mind. Chaucer refused to give to Emilie and her
rival lovers one single spark of that imaginative life
which makes his story of ‘Troilus’ one of the great
narrative poems of the world, without fear of comparison
with the greatest stories in verse or prose. By the
original conception of the ‘Knight’s Tale,’ the Lady
Emilie is forbidden to take any principal part in the
story. This is an initial fallacy, a want of dramatic
proportion, which renders the plot impossible for the



258 Chaucer: The Critical Heritage vol.2

strongest forms of novel or of tragedy. But Chaucer saw
that the fable, too weak, too false for the stronger kind,
was exactly right when treated in the fainter kind of
narrative which may be called romance, or by any other
name that will distinguish it from the order of ‘Troilus,’
from the stronger kind of story in which the characters
are true.

In some of the other Tales the experiment is more
hazardous, the success not quite so admirable. What is to
be said of the ‘Clerk’s Tale’? what of the Franklin’s?
That the story of Griselda should have been chosen by the
author of ‘Troilus’ for an honourable place in his
‘Canterbury Tales’ is almost as pleasant as the
publication of ‘Persiles and Sigismunda’ by the author of
‘Don Quixote.’ Chaucer had good authority for the patience
of Griselda; by no author has the old story been more
beautifully and pathetically rendered, and his ‘Envoy’
saves him from the suspicion of too great solemnity: but
no consideration will ever make up for the disparity
between the monotonous theme and the variety of Chaucer’s
greater work, between this formal virtue of the pulpit and
the humanities outside. In the ‘Franklin’s Tale’ again, in
a different way, Chaucer has committed himself to
superstitions of which there is no vestige in the more
complex parts of his poetry. As Griselda represents the
abstract and rectilinear virtue of mediaeval homilists,
the ‘Franklin’s Tale’ revolves about the point of honour,
no less gallantly than Prince Prettyman in the
‘Rehearsal.’ The virtue of patience, the virtue of truth,
are there impaled, crying out for some gentle casuist to
come and put them out of their torment. Many are the
similar victims, from Sir Amadace to Hernani: ‘the horn of
the old Gentleman’ has compelled innumerable romantic
heroes to take unpleasant resolutions for the sake of a
theatrical effect. That the point of honour, the romantic
tension between two abstract opposites, should appear in
Chaucer, the first of modern poets to give a large,
complete, and humorous representation of human action, is
merely one of the many surprises which his readers have to
accept as best they may. It is only one of his thousand
and one caprices: the only dangerous mistake to which it
could possibly lead, would be an assumption that the
‘Franklin’s Tale’ can stand as a sample of Chaucer’s art
in its fullest expression; and the danger of such an error
is small. The beginning of right acquaintance with Chaucer
is the conviction that nothing represents him except the
whole body of his writings. So one is brought round to
Dryden’s comfortable and sufficient formula: ‘Here is
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God’s plenty.’ From the energy and the volume of his
Trojan story, as glorious as his Trojan river:

And thou, Simoys, that as an arwe clere
Through Troie rennest ay downward to the se;

from the passion and the music of that ‘tragedie’ to the
doleful voices of ‘Melibeus,’ there is no form or mood, no
fashion of all the vanities, that is not in some way or
other represented there. The variety of the matter of
Chaucer may possibly to some extent have hindered a full
and general recognition of the extraordinary variety in
his poetical and imaginative art. It may be doubted
whether there is any general appreciation of the height
attained by Chaucer in the graver tragic form of story, or
of the perfection of his style in all the manifold forms
in which he made experiments. If there be any such
established injustice in the common estimate of Chaucer as
makes it possible for reasonable but misguided people to
think of him as merely a ‘great translator,’ then the
refutation will come best of all, without clamour or heat,
from the book in which Chaucer’s work is presented in the
most adequate way. Mr. Skeat in his edition has excluded a
number of critical questions which might be maintained to
be as capable of argument as the subject of Chaucer’s
dialect and his practice in the composition of English
verse. But although the problems of Chaucer’s poetry are
not exhausted, and many of them untouched, in this
edition, it is still to this edition that appeal will be
made for many a year to come. Its value as the first
critical text of the whole of Chaucer will scarcely be
much impaired by the future edition of a hundred years
hence, which shall stand in the same relation to this
edition as this to Tyrwhitt’s, not to disparage its work,
but to complement it. The spirit of the editor is
fortunately such as to make him disinclined to rest on his
accomplishments. It is evident from many signs that these
six volumes are not yet the end of his studies, and that
it will probably be something even more strongly equipped
than these six volumes which will be left by him to the
next age as the final version of his work.
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30. F.J.SNELL, CHAUCER IS THE MOST IRRESPONSIBLE OF MEN

1901

F.J.Snell (1863-?), scholar and man of letters, who was
educated at Balliol College, Oxford, recognises Chaucer’s
humanity without feeling obliged to insist that all he
writes is uplifting. The passage is reprinted from the
general summary that concludes a sensible and fairly
detailed account of Chaucer and his contemporaries, ‘The
Age of Chaucer’, pp. 231-4 (omitting a long quotation from
Emerson, above, No. 1 (b)), Bell (1901), by permission of
the publisher.

In estimating Chaucer’s position as a writer, the first
point with which it seems necessary to deal is the charge
many entertain, if they do not openly allege—that, after
all, he is a mere imitator, that he has no true gift of
originality. The frequent references we have been
compelled to make, and they are by no means exhaustive, to
Chaucer’s sources, cannot but raise the problem to what
extent such obligations are admissible, and how far they
may consist with practical independence. Here, then, it is
requisite to distinguish between mechanical appropriation
and spiritual assimilation involving, it may be, verbal
reminiscence. That Chaucer was never guilty of mechanical
appropriation we dare not aver, but the ratio between
slavish imitation and free reproduction, or masterly
recasting, was constantly varying, and always in favour of
the latter...

In his discourse at the unveiling of the Chaucer window
at Southwark Church, Mr. Alfred Austin seemed to advocate
the theory that Chaucer, holding a brief for conduct, made
of his poetry a handmaid of virtue, a nurse of good
morals. This doctrine conflicts with the present writer'’s
opinion, according to which Chaucer never grasped the idea
of duty, as the stern, perhaps solitary, fulfilling of
what is right. Virtue to him was not something binding on
the conscience, but that which was socially convenient and
attractive—the ‘good fair White’—in other words, a sort of
higher etiquette accepted by a few. How else explain the
composition of poems, the tendency of which is the reverse
of edifying? The truth is, Chaucer had a taste and relish,
an eye and understanding for many things in human nature,
from which the ideal moralist turns away with horror and
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indignation. Chaucer, on the contrary, with perfect
complacency, takes the world as he finds it, and, like a
practised harmonist, extracts from its jarring discords an
infinity of pleasing strains. Even this hardly states the
case. Chaucer is the most irresponsible of men. The
obligations of morality sit so lightly on him that they
have become a theory of which he sometimes reminds
himself, but which has no real influence on his poetical
procedure. In his capacity as poet he is a mirror, an
Aeolian harp, a faithful amanuensis of Phoebus, who
tweaks his ear and bids him write for the diversion of a
weary world.

One of the first essentials for such a mission was the
conquest of rhythm. The lay or casual reader will
entirely fail to comprehend Chaucer’s mastery of verse,
for the simple reason that Time has wrought the same
havoc on his writings as on the statuary of our old
cathedrals. Patience and study, however, not necessarily
prolonged, will bring their reward in appreciation of one
of the most tunable of bards, who, singing in an age when
English was not so poor in inflexions, could smooth and
sweeten his verse with the aid of end-vowels. Rhyming
also, in spite of his confessions, appears to have been
no great trouble to him.

But the supreme charm of Chaucer’s poetry, after all, is
the revelation it affords of a gracious personality that
shines through and suffuses every line. The mild yet manly
note, the transforming sympathy, the signal absence of
bigotry and partisanship make up a pattern of courtesy, of
humanity never more needed than in that brutal, cynical,
and ignorant age, and not superfluous to-day. It is this
warmth of feeling, this wealth of observation that furnish
Chaucer with what was long since recognized as his
dominant characteristic—mamely, his dramatic quality. That
Chaucer did not adopt the form of the drama is an accident
that may be safely attributed to temporal conditions. Born
in the fourteenth century, when the drama signified the
buffoonery of the miracle plays, the fashion of his youth
led him away from his true milieu. But the shrewdness,
the knowledge of the world, the knowledge of the human
heart, the power of realizing and depicting feelings the
most various, the most opposed, that constitute the play—
these high and happy gifts were united in Chaucer as in
none of his contemporaries, and lie at the root of the
perennial freshness, the undying popularity of the
‘Canterbury Tales.’
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31. SIR WALTER RALEIGH, IRONY AND SIMPLE GOOD ENGLISH

1905 (1926)

Sir Walter Raleigh (1861-1922), Merton Professor of

English in the University of Oxford, in lectures given in
1905, posthumously published in 1926, emphasises, besides
irony and dramatic quality, how frequently Chaucer breaks

his own ‘tone’. Raleigh overemphasises Chaucer’s
simplicity of diction while recognising the social basis
of speech. Reprinted from ‘On Writers and Writing’, ed.

G.Gordon, pp. 108-19, Edward Arnold (1926), by permission
of the publisher.

Chaucer’s strong sanity and critical commonsense, his
quick power of observation, and his distaste for all
extravagances and follies helped to make him a great comic
poet. But he is not a railing wit, or a bitter satirist.
His broad and calm philosophy of life, his delight in
diversities of character, his sympathy with all kinds of
people, and his zest in all varieties of experience—these
are the qualities of a humorist.

Charles Lamb thought with misgiving of a heaven in
which all irony and ironical modes of expression should
be lacking. Certainly it would be no heaven for Chaucer.
The all-pervading essence of his work is humour.
Sometimes it breaks out in boisterous and rollicking
laughter at the drunken and unseemly exploits of
churls; sometimes it is so delicate and evanescent that
you can hardly detect its existence. But it is
everywhere, even in places where it has no right to be.
The intellectual pleasure of standing aside and seeing
things against an incongruous background was a pleasure
he could not long forgo.

In this matter, and in this alone, Chaucer is sometimes
guilty of what I shall call ‘literary bad manners.’ It is
like the fault of distracted attention. Even at a funeral
he must insinuate his jest. Now, it is quite excusable to
jest at a funeral so long as it is regarded as a formal,
official function; or if it is merely matter for thought.
The suit of clay as the dwelling-house made for this
creature a little lower than the angels is a jest of the
Gods. But Chaucer will arouse deep feelings of pathos and
sympathy, and in the atmosphere thus created, he will let
off a little crackling penny jest, from pure love of
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mischief. This spirit of witty mischief is always
breaking out.

Chaucer has the true humorist’s gift—the gift of the
wooden face. He utters a truism (‘Honesty is the best
policy’) with a solemn air; and only the faintest twinkle
in the eye makes one hesitate in believing him serious.

Chaucer’s self-consciousness is of a piece with his
critical art. Sometimes (as in ‘Troilus’ and the ‘Knight'’s
Tale’) he is fairly caught in the web of his own
imagination, and forgets himself. Far more frequently he
reminds you of his presence by some sly allusion to
himself, or some ironical piece of self-depreciation. Then
the tale becomes a mere tale again, and we come back into
the company of the teller,

This is a common trait of the humorist. He sees much
that is ridiculous in human life; what if he himself is
ridiculous? So he anticipates criticism, and discounts the
retort, by laughing at himself.

You will find this in Falstaff ('I do here walk before
thee like a sow that hath overwhelmed all her litter but
one.’) You may find it in all the jackanapes tricks of
Sterne, his posturings and grimaces. You will find it in
Mr. Bernard Shaw, who cannot forget that laughter is
generally a hostile weapon, and is unwilling to stand the
push of it in championing his ideas. Being skilled with
it, he over-values it and over-fears it. So, like Bob
Acres, he stands edgeways, or turns his weapon against
himself, that he may still be on the side of the
laughers.

This furnishes excellent wit and comedy, but is not
consistent with good epical work. The man who is afraid of
being caught in a serious sentiment lest others should
find it ridiculous, cannot tell a moving tale in a forth-
right, wholehearted way. His mind is a kingdom divided
against itself,—under two kings, a warrior and a clown. A
cavalry charge cannot be led by one who is thinking of the
figure he cuts in the eyes of a bystander. The professions
of reformer and humorist have never been successfully
combined. A reformer does not care who laughs.

The escape from this sort of self-consciousness—the
besetting sin of the professed humorist—is in the drama;
and all Chaucer’s best and deepest humour occurs in parts
of his work that are dramatic in everything but form. The
dramatist stands aside and has not to defend himself. He
speaks through many voices, and is himself unseen. He
looks at human life and portrays it, and smiles.

All profound dramatic humour depends on sympathy and
breadth of view, that keeps sight of the whole even while
it spends delighted attention on a part. A wit or a
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satirist can be angry and laugh; he can laugh at what he
misunderstands and misrepresents. The dramatic humorist
laughs because he understands and enjoys. Now there never
was a poet whose zest and delight in life was fuller and
broader thatn Chaucer’s. He hates nothing that he has
made; in the realms of his creation the sun shines upon
the evil and the good. His characters, as they come alive,
almost always find in him an admirer and abetter.
Pandarus, it is to be supposed, was originally designed to
be a base, broken lackey, just as Falstaff may have been
designed for a shallow, vainglorious, lying heartless
rascal. But Pandarus, like Falstaff, comes alive, and we
end by almost loving him. He has the worldly wisdom, the
shrewd humour, the tender affections, and the philosophic
outlook of his creator. He is a good friend, and, like
Falstaff, he too is a poet.

Anything fair to see or hear awakes Chaucer’s
enthusiasm. Of Troilus riding into Troy he says:-

It was an hevene upon him for to see!
When the people applaud, Troilus blushes:-
That to biholde it was a noble game.
When Antigone sings in the garden:-

It an heven was hir voys to here.

Anything on a large and generous scale, such as the house-
keeping of the Franklin (‘It snewed in his hous of mete
and drinke’), or the marriages of the Wife of Bath,
arouses Chaucer’s sympathy. He loves a rogue, so that the
rogue be high-spirited and clever at his trade, and not a
whey-faced, bloodless rascal. The Pardoner, in describing
his own preaching, says:-

Myn hondes and my tonge goon so yerne,
That it is joye to see my bisiness,

and so Chaucer felt it. His joy is chronic and
irrepressible.

Chaucer makes the most enormous claim on the sound sense
and quick intelligence of his readers. He assumes that
they are at one with him, and that it is unnecessary for
him to expound his point of view. The natural form for the
dramatic sense of humour is irony. Often enough Chaucer’s
irony is dramatic, as when the Carpenter, in the very act
of being befooled by Nicholas the clerk, congratulates
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himself that he is a plain, unlearned man. But the best of
Chaucer’s irony is found in his own interpolated
utterances. He seems to be telling the story simply and
directly. Suspect him! He is conveying his own criticisms,
expressing his own amusement, in touches—a word here and a
word there—so subtle and delicate that eleven out of
twelve men in any jury would acquit him of any comic
intent. These quiet smiles that flicker over his face are
so characteristic that I have ventured to call the
passages where we can detect them Chancerisms. Take the
‘Shipman’s Tale’:-

A Marchant whylom dwelled at Seint Denys,
That riche was, for which men helde him wys.

Chaucer is at his work already.
When the merchant returns from abroad,

His wyf ful redy mette him atte gate
As she was wont of olde usage algate.

How quietly, almost inaudibly, Chaucer indicates that she
had no very lively affection for her husband!

It is impossible to overpraise Chaucer’s mastery of
language. Here at the beginning, as it is commonly reckoned,
of Modern English literature, is a treasury of perfect
speech. We can trace his themes, and tell something of the
events of his life. But where did he get his style—from
which it may be said that English literature has been (in
some respects) a long falling away?

What is the ordinary account? I do not wish to cite
individual scholars, and there is no need. Take what can
be gathered from the ordinary text-books—what are the
current ideas? Is not this a fair statement of them?

English was a despised language little used by the upper
classes. A certain number of dreary works written
chiefly for homiletic purposes, or in order to appeal to
the humble people, are to be found in the half century
before Chaucer. They are poor and flat and feeble,
giving no promise of the new dawn. Then arose the
morning star! Chaucer adopted the despised English
tongue and set himself to modify it, to shape it, to
polish it, to render it fit for his purpose. He imported
words from the French; he purified the English of his
time from its dross; he shaped it into a fit instrument
for his use.

Now I have no doubt that a competent philologist examining
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the facts could easily show that this account must be
nonsense, from beginning to end. But even a literary
critic can say something certain on the point—perhaps can
even give aid by divination to the philologists, and tell
them where it will best repay them to ply their pickaxes
and spades.

No poet makes his own language. No poet introduces
serious or numerous modifications into the language that
he uses. Some, no doubt, coin words and revive them, like
Spenser or Keats in verse, Carlyle or Sir Thomas Browne in
prose. But least of all great English poets did Chaucer
mould and modify the speech he found. The poets who take
liberties with speech are either prophets or eccentrics.
From either of these characters Chaucer was far removed.
He held fast by communal and social standards for literary
speech. He desired to be understood of the people. His
English is plain, terse, homely, colloquial English, taken
alive out of daily speech. He expresses his ideal again
and again, as when the Host asks what is the use of
telling a tale that sends the hearers to sleep:-

For certeinly, as that thise clerkes seyn,
Where-as a man may have noon audience,
Noght helpeth it to tellen his sentence.

The same admirable literary critic repeats Chaucer’s creed
when he instructs the Clerk:-

Your termes, your colours, and your figures,
Kepe hem in stoor till so be ye endite

Heigh style, as whan that men to kinges write,
Speketh so pleyn at this tyme, I yow preye,
That we may understonde what ye seye.

Chaucer has expressed his views on the model literary
style so clearly and so often, and has illustrated them so
well in his practice, that no mistake is possible. His
style is the perfect courtly style: it has all the
qualities of ease, directness, simplicity, of the best
colloquial English, in short, which Chaucer recognised,
three centuries before the French Academy, as the English

spoken by cultivated women in society. His ‘facound,’ like
Virginia’s, ‘is ful womanly and pleyn.’ He avoids all
‘counter feted terms,’ all subtleties of rhetoric, and

addresses himself to the ‘commune intente.’

Examples of his plain, terse brevity are easy to find.
Take one, from the ‘Monk’s Tale’—of Hugelin of Pisa. (The
imprisoned father bites his hands for grief; his young
sons think it is for hunger) :-
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His children wende that it for hunger was

That he his armes gnew, and not for wo,

And seyde, ‘Fader, do not so, alias!

But rather ete the flessh upon us two;

Our flesh thou yaf us, take our flesh us fro,
And ete y-nough’: right thus they to him seyde,
And after that, with-in a day or two,

They leyde hem in his lappe adoun, and deyde.

Now a style like this, and in this perfection, implies a
society at the back of it. If we are told that educated
people at the Court of Edward III spoke French and that
English was a despised tongue, we could deny it on the
evidence of Chaucer alone. His language was shaped for
him, and it cannot have been shaped by rustics. No English
style draws so much as Chaucer’s from the communal and
colloquial elements of the language. And his poems make it
certain that from his youth up he had heard much
admirable, witty talk in the English tongue.

The conclusion is that Chaucer’s language is the
language of his own day, like Gower’s, but used by a
quicker intelligence, and freer from repetition,
artificial tags, flatnesses, etc. It was his good fortune
to live at a time when bookish learning had not yet
severed classes. He broke loose from the literary fashions
which at all time affect the ‘educated classes,’ and wrote
the good English of peers and peasants. In this respect he
comes near to the poets of Dryden’s age.

This language was his own, not painfully acquired. Ease
and skill of this kind is not attainable save in the birth
tongue. Too much has been made of French; and of the dates
of the ‘adoption’ of English for public documents, law
courts, schools. The English language had throughout a
healthy, full-blooded existence. Chaucer had no adequate
literary predecessors in English. But how partial and poor
a thing the manuscript literature of the time compared
with the riches of spoken lore, proverb, tale and romance!
As Chaucer helps us, by his portrait of the age, to
correct the formal annalists, so he helps us, by his
writing, to a truer appreciation of literary history.

If there is to be any profitable investigation of
Chaucer’s language it must be remembered that he is at the
end of an age, not at the beginning. His pupils could make
nothing of him, and the Renaissance brought in ideals
which made him unintelligible. Like Burns, Chaucer is a
culmination and a close. We can understand Burns only by
remembering his debts to Fergusson, Ramsay, and scores of
nameless poets. If we are to understand Chaucer, it must
be by reference to a tribe of story-tellers, songsters,
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traffickers in popular lore and moral maxims who, because
they did not relate themselves to paper, have almost
passed, except by inference, from our ken.

32. W.M.HART, REALISM, UNITY AND COMIC POETIC JUSTICE

1908

W.M.Hart, while remaining in the tradition of a general
humane criticism, was the first American scholar to give
serious extended attention to Chaucer’s specifically comic
poems on indecent subjects, which he derived from the
somewhat similar earlier French comic poems known as
fabliaux. Hart makes a detailed comparison between ‘'The
Reeve’s Tale’ and the French poem ‘Le Meunier et les II
Clers’, which both tell the same international popular
tale. Hart makes the working hypothesis, without
completely committing himself, that ‘Le Meunier’ was the
direct source of ‘The Reeve’s Tale’. Hart’s work laid down
the future lines of criticism of what it is now usual to
call Chaucer’s own fabliaux, with emphasis on realistic
description of place and person, unity of time, place and
action, poetic justice—in short, the full apparatus of
Neoclassical criticism. Hart’s article is very full and
long, and it has been necessary to abridge it severely,
omitting many examples and footnotes, but retaining the
line of argument. Excerpts reprinted by permission of the
Modern Language Association of America from The Reeve’s
Tale, ‘Publications of the Modern Language Association’
XXIII (1908), pp. 1-44.

THE REEVE ‘'S TALE

(p. 10) The fabliaux were ‘destinés a la récitation
publique,’ (1) and in the ’'Reeve’s Tale’, thanks to its
dramatic setting, (2) we seem to have the actual public
recitation of a fabliau by one who, though not, indeed, a
professional trouvére, is a master of the art of
narration. It is effective not merely because it is well
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told, however, but also because it is opportune. It is
inspired by the Reeve’s desire for revenge upon the
Miller, in whose tale, just told, the victim is, like the
Reeve, a carpenter. He is stupid and superstitious, the
old husband of a young wife, and the Reeve’s senile
melancholy in his own prologue, shows that the cap has
fitted. The victim of the ‘Reeve’s Tale’ is inevitably,
then, a miller, and in describing him the Reeve draws a
portrait which skilfully suggests, yet does not reproduce,
the miller of the ‘General Prologue’.

As in the fabliau, the persons of the tale are the two
clerks, the miller, his wife and daughter. But we know
more about them; they seem to us real people, in a real
world, with a place in actual society...

(p. 12) To the dramatis personae of his source Chaucer
adds characters which, though they remain in the
background, contribute something to the verisimilitude of
the tale. In addition to the parson, there is the
maunciple, whose sudden illness leads to the outrageous
thefts of the miller. The warden’s permission must be
secured before the clerks may undertake the adventure. The
mention of the nunnery, of Soler-halle at Cambridge, of
the effect upon observers of Simkin and his dame, and even
phrases like ‘he was a market-beter atte fulle’ (v. 3936),
all contribute to the impression of a complex social
setting which stands in sharp contrast to the sense of
isolation produced by Chaucer’s original. Even the mare of
the fabliau, who does not differ essentially from the sack
of grain, is transformed, and becomes Bayard, a horse with
volition, if not personality, who leads the clerks a merry
chase:

Toward the fen, ther wilde mares renne,
Forth with wehee, thurgh thikke and thurgh thenne (vv.
4065f.) .

Of the scene of the action Chaucer tells us rather more
than does his source; he names and locates it, carrying

out, perhaps, the suggestion of the '‘molin a choisel’ of
the fabliau:

At Trumpington, nat fer fro Cantebrigge,

Ther goth (3) a brook and over that a brigge,

Up-on the whiche brook ther stant a melle;

And this is verray soth that I yow telle (vv. 3921ff.).

Nearby is the fen: (4) behind the mill an arbor (v. 4061),
and a barn (v. 4088). Within the mill are hopper and
trough (vv. 4036ff.). The miller’s house is ‘streit,’
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‘twenty foot of space’ (vv. 4122ff.), but has evidently
more than one room, for Simkin

in his owne chambre hem made a bed
With shetes and with chalons faire y-spred,
Noght from his owne bed ten foot or twelve.
His doghter hadde a bed, al by hir-selve,
Right in the same chambre, by and by;
It mighte be no bet, and cause why,
Ther was no roumer herberwe in the place (vv. 4139ff.).

Through a hole in the wall of this room the moonlight fell
upon Simkin’s bald head, and at a critical moment he
tripped over a stone in the floor,—if there was a floor?
The clerks, returning from the pursuit of their horse,
found Simkin sitting by the fire. By this same fire, no
doubt, Simkin’s wife baked the cake made of the clerks’
flour.

The time of the action seems to be the not very distant
past: ‘a Miller was ther dwelling many a day’ (v. 3925).
‘On a day it happed, in a stounde, sik lay the maunciple’

(vv. 3992f.). When the clerks returned with the horse it
was night (v. 4117). ‘Aboute midnight wente they to reste’
(v. 414&), an unusually late hour. (5) ‘Hem nedede no

dwale’ (v. 4161), Chaucer says, implying the custom of the
‘night-cap.’

This Ioly lyf han thise two clerkes lad
Til that the thridde cok bigan to singe.
Aleyn wax wery in the daweninge (vv. 4232ff.).

Chaucer is, then, somewhat more careful than the trouvére
to indicate the time of the action.

The action is more closely unified than is that of the
fabliau. From beginning to end its mainspring is the
contest of clerks and miller. Simkin’s thefts, opportunely
increased by the sudden illness of the maunciple, react
upon the clerks:

Testif they were, and lusty for to pleye,

And, only for hir mirthe and revelrye,

Up-on the wardeyn bisily they crye,

To yeve hem leve but a litel stounde

To goon to mille and seen hir corn y-grounde;

And hardily, they dorste leye hir nekke,

The miller shold nat stele hem half a pekke

Of corn by sleighte, ne by force hem reve (vv. 4004ff.).
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This exposition of character and mental states, of a
situation very different from that at the beginning of the
fabliau, prepares us at once, and paves the way, for all
that is to come. Carrying out their purpose, the clerks
set out to watch hopper and trough,—clearly two clerks are
necessary, if the miller is to be circumvented, and they
do not seem, as they do in the fabliau, to be present in
the cheating-miller story simply for the sake of the
cradle story which follows. Simkin gets rid of them easily
enough by turning their horse loose, and the long and
exasperating pursuit is followed by contrasting
situations, which form exceedingly effective transition to
the clerks’ revenge. They return, ‘wery and weet, as beste
is in the reyn’ (v. 4107), to find the miller sitting
comfortably by the fire. John’s state of mind is
significant:

‘Now are we drive til hething and til scorn.

Our corn is stole, men wil us foles calle,

Bathe the wardeyn and our felawes alle,

And namely the miller; weylawey!’ (vv. 4110ff.).

Although the ‘streitness’ of his house necessitates all
sleeping in the same room, Simkin agrees to put them up
for the night, and indulges freely and until a late hour
in the ale, which the clerks, he supposes, will pay for.
(One must contrast the frugal ‘viande de bochage’ of the
fabliau.) The result is sleep, not merely, as Varnhagen
points out, (6) oblivious, but audible (v. 4163), with
what effect upon the nerves of the wakeful clerks no human
being need be told. Yet the story demands that it be
emphasized. Says Aleyn:

‘This lange night ther tydes me na reste;

But yet, na fors; al sal be for the beste.

For Iohn,’ seyde he, ‘als ever moot I thryve,

If that I may, yon wenche wil I swyve.

Som esement has lawe y-shapen us;

For Iohn, ther is a lawe that says thus,

That gif a man in a point be y-greved,

That in another he sal be releved’ (vv. 4175ff.).

One does not suppose, of course, that this morality seemed
wholly satisfactory to Chaucer, or that Aleyn himself
could have taken it very seriously. Nevertheless we have
here something more than the mere animalism of the
fabliau. Though they had sworn to get the better of the
miller, the clerks had been cheated; they were weary and
wet from pursuing Bayard while Simkin sat comfortably by
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the fire; and now their vexation, and, thanks to their own
ale, the snoring chorus, promised them a sleepless night.

The situation cried aloud for revenge, and to Aleyn, whom

one cannot pretend to regard as more than one remove from

the typical clerk of the fabliaux,—to Aleyn, who had seen

the highly sexed Malin, and who was, of course, perfectly

familiar with Simkin’s weakest point, one particular form

of wild justice would inevitably suggest itself...

(p. 17) One gets from the whole an impression of an
action well-knit, carefully constructed, foreseen, and,
granting but a little of that play of chance which the
comic muse may always demand, inevitable. The central
motive has become the contest of clerks and miller; mere
animalism is a secondary matter; the form of the clerks’
revenge is the inevitable result of the characters of all
concerned...

(p. 20) While, by means of detailed action and dialogue,
Chaucer, as we have seen, retards the movement of his
story, he attempts no suspense of the sort that conceals
the outcome. The Reeve is telling the tale and the miller
is sure to be worsted in the end...

(p. 21) Chaucer suppresses the dualogue of John and the
miller’s wife, and substitutes for the preliminary talk of
clerk and daughter the farewell and confession; otherwise
he follows the fabliau in the use of the dialogic form. He
adds, however, the monologues and soliloquies, notably
those of Simkin’s wife and Aleyn, when they go astray in
the dark, Simkin’s reflections upon his own cleverness,
and his wrathful outburst in reply to Aleyn’s tale of his
adventures. Chaucer’s method is, then, strictly speaking,
less dramatic than that of the fabliau; he is less likely
to use dialogue in those parts of his story where one
character affects the actions of another; he is more
likely to use it to express thought or emotion, and, in
the group-conversations, ‘to give brilliant pictures of
human life and picturesque scenes of nature.’ It does not,
however, lack vividness or liveliness and vigor. It has,
too, in high degree the dramatic quality of suggested
exposition:

Aleyn spak first, ‘al hayl, Symond, y-fayth;

How fares thy faire doghter and thy wyf?’

‘Aleyn! welcome,’ quod Simkin, ‘by my 1lyf,

And Iohn also, how now, what do ye heer?’ (vv. 4022ff.).

From this passage and John’s reply in the lines that follow
we might infer enough to make the preliminary exposition
unnecessary, yet the story moves steadily forward.

The Chaucer of the ‘Reeve’s Tale’ is manifestly the
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Chaucer of the ‘General Prologue’, with the same interest
in character and the same skill in portraying it. Aleyn
and John are perhaps a little cleverer than the French
clerks, but they carry on the fabliau tradition, Chaucer,
however, not taking the type for granted, but describing
them as ‘testif’ and ‘lusty for to pleye’ (v. 4004).
Similarly, he is not content with the conventional
description of the miller’s daughter as ‘bele et cointe’;
Malin

thikke and wel y-growen was,
With camuse nose and yén greye as glas:
With buttokes brode and brestes rounde and hye,
But right fair was hir heer, I wol nat lye (vv.
3973ff.).

Chaucer, however, is chiefly interested in Simkin and his
wife, and upon them he depends for comic effects quite
distinct from those which have their source in the
intrigue...

(p.23) In the portrait of Simkin Chaucer, as has been
said, follows the familiar methods of the ‘General
Prologue.’ There is the same effective absence of system,
the order of items in the little catalogue determined,
perhaps, wholly by the exigencies of rhyme. There is, too,
the same skill in the selection of characteristic detail,
the same harmony, the same final unity in the portrait. In
this topsy-turvy order the well-known methods are
combined: epithet and dress, accomplishment, equipment,
effect upon others, physiognomy, habits, effect, habits,
and epithets. Other methods, elsewhere in the tale, deepen
the impression of the characters, and sometimes increase
our knowledge of them. Thus Simkin’s slyness is expressed
by pantomime:

Out at the dore he gooth ful prively,
Whan that he saugh his tyme, softely;

He loketh up and doun til he hath founde
The clerkes hors..(vv. 4057ff.).

It is expressed by self-description: ‘Yet can a miller
make a clerkes berd’ (v. 4096). We should not know,
however, that John was swift of foot but for his ‘I is ful
wight, god waat, as is a raa’ (v. 4086). The Northern
dialect of the clerks is the most notable piece of
characterization by utterance; their exclamations upon the
discovery of the loss of the horse, together with the
pantomime, are revelation of the ‘testif’ quality, of
their excitability...
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(p. 26) Character, as has been said, is a matter of
interest in the ‘Reeve’s Tale’ and an important source of
comic effect. There is similar contrast with the fabliau
in style: Chaucer puts into the mouth of the Reeve
epigram, irony, play upon words, clever turns of
expression not to be paralleled in the fabliau. It is
superfluous to point them out...

(p. 27) Emphasis of comic effects in character and style
does not prevent Chaucer from working out the comic
possibilities of plot; he follows, indeed, the fabliau
traditions, and makes this the matter of first importance.
By minor changes he makes the same intrigues more
effective and preserves a better proportion between them.
The cheating of the clerks becomes a less serious affair,
but much more is made of their expectation, as well as of
their vexation and physical pain, when it is not
fulfilled, so that the comic incongruity between
expectation and fulfilment is far more pronounced. In the
Aleyn and Malin intrigue Malin, unlike her French
prototype, is not deceived, but joins with Aleyn in
disappointing the family hopes of a great marriage, and
further aids in victimizing the miller by telling of his
theft of corn. Aleyn, unlike the French clerk, meets more
than his match in the miller, and thus becomes temporarily
the victim in this by-product of John’s intrigue. Chaucer
adds a new ‘incongruity,’ adding mockery to physical pain,
in the beating of Simkin by his own wife, but wisely
refrains from all reference to her feelings when she
discovers how she had been duped by means of the misplaced
cradle. On the whole, then, Chaucer multiplies and
sharpens the comic contrasts, largely because he gives us
a story in which we have always, or nearly always,
aggressor versus aggressor, each with an expectation
doomed to a comic disappointment. Chaucer’s tale is better
than the fabliau in much the same way that tennis is a
better game than golf; in the first there is a real clash
of skill and cunning; in the second each plays his own
game, neither necessarily conscious of the other.

Chaucer not only makes more of the comic possibilities
of his story, but he leaves the reader, largely by the
same means, with his desire for poetic justice more
completely satisfied. The same criminal is overtaken by
much the same ‘questionable ruse.’ The punishment of the
miller seems poetically just, not because of its perfect
equality with his crime,—though it is to be remembered
that his Catastrophe is the result of many years of
thieving,—not because of its suddenness, but because it
comes in part from an unlooked-for source,—his own wife
and daughter; because it is combined with mockery, in that
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it is his own act that has compelled the benighting of the
clerks; because it is delayed by his temporary success;
because it is emphasized by repetition and multiplication,
taking effect in the persons of his wife and daughter as
well as in his own, and in his loss of the cake and the
cost of the supper. The reader, moreover, sympathizes with
the clerks in their attempt to prevent a theft, and is
antagonistic to the miller, who, unlike his French
prototype, has no redeeming quality, and to his wife. The
neutral daughter, who promptly conspires with the clerk
against the miller, is a happy substitute for the girl
betrayed by the iron ring. Her mother’s origin and
education similarly modify the effect of the catastrophe.

Chaucer takes special pains to emphasize poetic justice:
the miller is a swaggerer who goes heavily armed, that he
may get the worst of an encounter; he and his wife are
foolishly proud of her lineage and breeding, that their
pride may have a fall; the parson has plans for a great
marriage for Malin, only that they may be disappointed.
That mother and daughter are ‘difficult’ heightens the
effect of the clerks’ conquest. The unusual thefts of the
miller,—his taking advantage of the illness of the
maunciple,—demand unusual punishment. His delight in the
success of his own cunning directly paves the way for his
downfall. Chaucer, as we have seen, even formulates the
principle upon which the clerks act.

Chaucer carries on the fabliau tendency to indulge in
proverbial comment upon life. John has a good memory for
sayings of this sort, and they are peculiarly effective in
his dialect:

‘Symond, ’ quod Iohn, ‘by god, nede has na peer;
Him boés serve him-selve that has na swayn’
(vv. 4026f.).

‘I have herd seyd, man sal taa of twa thinges
Slyk as he fyndes, or taa slyk as he bringes’
(vv. 4129f.).

‘With empty hand men may na haukes tulle;
Lo here our silver, redy for to spende’
(vv. 4134f.).

THE REEVE’S TALE AND THE FABLIAUX

Comparing the results of the foregoing analyses, one
finds that Chaucer may have learned, not only his story,
but also some important elements of his technique, from
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the fabliau. The interest in the everyday life of
bourgeois or peasant society, seen in its commonplace
surroundings, in its local color, is already there: so
that Chaucer, in one of the most English tales of his
English period, may have imitated (as genius imitates) a
French interest, a French point of view. The strict unity
of time, and the virtue of brevity, rare in medieval
literature, are already there. Neatness of structure,
too, clear relation of part to part, excellent proportion
and emphasis, skilful handling of synchronous events,
Chaucer may have learned from the fabliau. The fabliau is
not without evidence that the author grasped the story as
a whole, saw the end and prepared for it from the
beginning. And it may have taught Chaucer something in
the way of rapid, realistic, and vigorous dialogue. It
may have taught him dramatic impersonality, objectivity,
absence of attitude toward his characters. It may have
taught him the comic possibilities of intrigue. And he
may have learned from it the tendency toward proverbial
comment upon life. In both Chaucer’s tale and the
fabliau, finally, we have the same perfect fitness of
style to subject-matter; in coarseness of expression
there is nothing to choose between them.

So much Chaucer may have learned from his source; but if
he knew one fabliau he must have known others, and it is
rather to be expected that he was influenced by the
technique of the whole body of this literature; that if he
elaborated his source, he elaborated it along the lines of
fabliau tradition. An examination of the Montaiglon-
Raynaud collection shows that many of the Chaucerian
characteristics, which a comparison with his source alone
would lead one to regard as peculiar to him, are to be
found there. While, manifestly, many fabliaux have been
lost, and while this collection no doubt contains some
that Chaucer never saw or heard, yet we may safely assume
that the fabliaux which have come down to us are typical
of the whole body.

Chaucer does not isolate his characters, differs from
his source in placing them in a setting, social and
geographical. In this respect his changes are in keeping
with the spirit of the fabliaux. The miller’s wife becomes
a priest’s daughter: the ‘priestess,’ mistress, possibly
in some cases actual wife, of the priest, is not an
uncommon figure in the fabliaux, and she is drawn, like
all the persons of the fabliaux, from life. Not much is
said, naturally, of the offspring of these wild marriages,
yet they are occasionally mentioned...

(p. 34) The action of most of the fabliaux occurs within
twenty-four hours.
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A majority of the fabliaux probably contain but a single
intrigue. When two intrigues are combined, as in the
‘Reeve’s Tale’ and its source, the two are closely
related, usually as cause and effect. Unity of action is
thus as inevitable as unity of time. Ordinarily, too, just
as in Chaucer, the action is set in motion by adequate
motivation; poverty compels a clerk to give up his
studies, to leave Paris, and on his way home, tired,
thirsty, and hungry, to beg a lodging for the night at the
house of a peasant (132); marriage parts two friends,
leads to groundless jealousy and suspicion whereby the
innocent become guilty, in ‘Le lay 1l’espervier’ (115).
Action springs from character, too, and of this there is
no better illustration than the story of a jongleur, an
inveterate gambler, who, left in charge of the lost souls
during the absence of the Devil, shook dice for them and
lost them all to St. Peter (117). This fabliau opens with
a fairly careful description of the hero’s character and
way of life, and it is of course the saint’s knowledge of
his weakness that leads him to take this method of winning
back lost souls.

While in many of the fabliaux we find but a single
intriguer, whose victim is as passive, as stupid and
superstitious, as the carpenter in the ‘Miller’s Tale’,
there are still some where there is a contest of
intriguers like that in the ‘Reeve’s Tale.’..

(p. 36) The use of concrete detail, the complete
realization of the action, while it distinguishes the
‘Reeve’s Tale’ from its source, is yet common enough in
the fabliaux...

(p. 37) The fabliau plots are commonly of such a nature
as to require foresight and hindsight, grasp of the story
as a whole, and in this respect, also, Chaucer’s advance
beyond his source can be paralleled from the fabliaux...

CONCLUSION. THE REEVE’S TALE AS A SHORT STORY

(p. 42) Chaucer, we may say then, perfected a type that
had already run its course in France, reaching there a
state of high development. It is therefore not surprising
that he was technically at his best in tales like the
Miller’s and the Reeve’s. He was at his best, not because
he found stories of this type more interesting than
others, nor merely because he had reached the zenith of
his development as an artist, but because he was here
writing under the influence of the best narrative art
known to the Middle Ages.
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Professor Kittredge defines (7) the fabliaux as ‘short
stories in verse,’ and it is perhaps from this point of
view that we may best sum up whatever differencing
characteristics of the type have come under our
observation. The ‘Reeve’s Tale’ possesses unity of time:
all the action of the story proper occurs within twenty-
four hours. It has unity of place: the scene of the whole
is laid in or about the mill. The action consists of a
single episode, made up of events or scenes organically
related. The whole is firmly knit by the single central
motive. The end is seen from the beginning. The persons
are few in number, yet they seem to be placed in a social
setting. The clerks’ motives and fortunes are so nearly
identical that they produce the effect of a single hero.
Unity of impression or effect is preserved; technique and
style are in perfect accord with the narrator and with the
events which he sets forth. One has only to change the
time to a distant or romantic past, the scene to Brittany,
or Athens, or to the foot of Vesulus the cold; to
introduce descriptions of all the emotions involved; or to
imagine in the mouth of Simkin’s wife the ‘complaints’ and
exempla of Dorigen; or to imagine the clerks, like the
Wife of Bath’s hero, condemned to die and saved by
supernatural means; or to endow them with personalities
like that of the Prioress’s little clergeon, or like that
of the threadbare student who told the story of Grisildis;
or to confront them with a figure like the Pardoner’s
mysterious old man; or to give them a glimpse of Malin
walking, like Emilia, in a garden; or to substitute for
Simkin a Summoner or a Friar; or even to put a John the
carpenter in the miller’s place; one has, in short, only
to imagine any one of these changes in the story, to see
how clearly Chaucer distinguished fabliau from lay, from
fairy tale, from saint’s legend, from exemplum, or from
romance; intrigue fabliau from satirical fabliau, ‘Reeve’s
Tale’ from ‘Miller’s Tale’.

Not only in its unity,—of time, of place, of action, of
plot, of characters, of impression,—but also in its
concreteness, does the ‘Reeve’s Tale’ anticipate the
modern short story. It is dramatic in its use of dialogue
to carry on the action, to suggest character or past
events; in its wealth of vivid and concrete incident and
detail; in its tendency to avoid analysis or epithet, to
depend rather upon words, actions, dress, effect upon
others, to indicate character or emotion.

It differs from the modern short story chiefly in its
lack of unity of point of view. It should be the clerks’
story, yet the action is not always seen through their eyes,
but often through the eyes of Simkin, or of his wife. Yet
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one can imagine Chaucer working deliberately in this respect
also, following fabliau tradition, yet at the same time
consciously preferring the dramatic point of view, the point
of view of an audience watching the action on the stage, by
whatever persons it might be carried on. Again, it should be
the clerks’ story, but it is their victims, not they, that
Chaucer delights to describe. This may be due to the fact
that two clerks had just been described in the ‘Miller’s
Tale’; to differentiate two others from these would have led
to descriptions of character inappropriately subtle. Or it
may be due to the fact that the Reeve, replying to the
Miller, would naturally shift the emphasis to the clerks’
victim. Contrasting characters, moreover, are not required,
as they are in the ‘Miller’s Tale’, to motive contrasting
actions. And, after all, unity of point of view is an
academic requirement, sometimes effectively neglected by the
modern short story. The remarkable thing is that Chaucer
elaborated and developed in the ‘Reeve’s Tale’ the already
excellent technique of the 0ld French fabliaux, and, in so
doing, anticipated the typical unity and concreteness, the
(to make use of Professor Baldwin’s admirable phrase)
‘dramatic concentration’ of the modern short story.

Notes

1 Bédier, ‘Les Fabliaux’, Paris (1895), p. 37.

2 The fabliau does not ‘former de suite ni de série’
(Montaiglon-Raynaud, ‘Recueil Général et Complet des
Fabliaux’ I, viii.) But the fact that the story of the
Miller of Trumpington is one of the ‘Canterbury Tales’,
heightens its effect, without in any way changing its
form. Though one of a series of tales, it is none the
less a fabliau.

3 The peculiar vividness of the present tense in
descriptions is noteworthy. In the present instance it
implies that skeptical readers may verify the tale by
examination of brook and bridge and mill. In narration,
on the other hand, the present tense is less vivid,
perhaps because it is, necessarily, artificial. For the
modern reader it is associated with second-hand
summaries and abstracts. Cf. ‘A microscopic boy upon a
cosmic horse came slowly down the road leading to the
town watering trough... The watering trough is at the
curb line of the street, in front of the post-office’—
‘Atlantic Monthly’, 88, 4009.

4 See Skeat’s identification of the scene, ‘Chaucer’s
Works’ (1899) V, 116.
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5 Dead sleep fell upon the carpenter, in the ‘Miller’s
Tale’, ‘aboute corfew-tyme, or litel more’ (v. 3645),—8
or 9 p.m., ‘People invariably went to bed very early.’'—
Skeat, V. 108.

6 H.E.Varnhagen, ‘Englische Studien’ IX (1886), p. 262.

7 In the Universal Cyclopaedia.

33. GEORGE SAINTSBURY, CHAUCER’S HUMOUR

1908

Saintsbury (1845-1933) was educated at Merton College,
Oxford, became a journalist, then Professor of Rhetoric
and English Literature in the University of Edinburgh,
1895-1915. In the tradition of general criticism
Saintsbury examines with discrimination the all-pervading
quality of Chaucer’s humour, which unifies his
miscellaneity and does not nullify pathos, learning, or
high poetry. Reprinted by permission from an article on
Chaucer in ‘The Cambridge History of English Literature’,
ed. A.W.Ward and A.R.Waller, Cambridge University Press
(1908), pp. 189-93.

Of the matter, as well as of the languages, forms and
sources of his knowledge, a little more should, perhaps,
be said. It has been by turns exalted and decried, and
the manner of its exhibition has not always been wisely
considered. It has been observed above, and the point is
important enough for emphasis, that we must not look in
Chaucer for anything but the indiscriminateness and,
from a strictly scholarly point of view, the inaccuracy,
which were bred in the very bone of medieval study; and
that it would be hardly less of a mistake to expect him
not to show what seems to us a singular promiscuousness
and irrelevancy in his display of it. But, in this
display, and possibly, also, in some of the
inaccuracies, there is a very subtle and personal agency
which has sometimes been ignored altogether, while it
has seldom been fully allowed for. This is the intense,
all-pervading and all but incalculable presence of
Chaucer’s humour—a quality which some, even of those who
enjoy it heartily and extol it generously, do not quite
invariably seem to comprehend. Indeed, it may be said
that even among those who are not destitute of the sense
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itself, such an ubiquitous, sub-terranean accompaniment
of it would seem to be regarded as an impossible or an
uncanny thing. As a matter of fact, however, it ‘works
i’ the earth so fast’ that you never can tell at what
moment it will find utterance. Many of the instances of
this are familiar, and some, at least, could hardly fail
to be recognised except by portentous dulness. But it
may be questioned whether it is ever far off; and
whether, as is so often the case in that true English
variety of the quality of which it is the first and one
of the most consummate representatives, it is not mixed
and streaked with seriousness and tenderness in an

almost inextricable manner. ‘Il se moque,’ says Taine of
another person, ‘de ses émotions au moment méme ou il
s’y livre.’ In the same way, Chaucer is perpetually

seeing the humorous side, not merely of his emotions but
of his interests, his knowledge, his beliefs, his
everything. It is by no means certain that in his
displays of learning he is not mocking or parodying
others as well as relieving himself. It is by no means
certain that, seriously as we know him to have been
interested in astronomy, his frequent astronomical or
astrological lucubrations are not partly ironical. Once
and once only, by a triumph of artistic self-restraint,
he has kept the ludicrous out altogether—in the
exquisite ‘Prioress’s Tale’, and even there we have a
sort of suggestion of the forbidden but irrepressible
thing in

As monkes been, or elles oghten be.

Of this humour, indeed, it is not too much to say
(borrowing Coleridge’s dictum about Fuller and the
analogous but very different quality of wit) that it is
the ‘stuff and substance,’ not merely of Chaucer’s
intellect, but of his entire mental constitution. He
can, as has been said, repress it when art absolutely
requires that he should do so; but, even then, he gives
himself compensations. He has kept it out of ‘The

Prioress’s Tale’; but he has indemnified himself by a
more than double allowance of it in his description of
the prioress’s person in ‘The Prologue’. On the other

hand, it would have been quite out of place in the
description of the knight, for whom nothing but
respectful admiration is solicited; and there is no need
to suspect irony even in

And though that he were worthy, he was wys.
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But in ‘The Knight’s Tale’—which is so long that the
personage of the supposed teller, never obtruded, may be
reasonably supposed forgotten, and where the poet almost
speaks in his own person—the same writ does not run; and,
towards the end especially, we get the famous touches of
ironic comment on life and thought, which, though they
have been unduly dwelt upon as indicating a Voltairian
tone in Chaucer, certainly are ironical in their treatment
of the riddles of the painful earth.

Further, it is desirable to notice that this humour is
employed with a remarkable difference. In most great
English humorists, humour sets the picture with a sort of
vignetting or arabesquing fringe and atmosphere of
exaggeration and fantasy. By Chaucer it is almost
invariably used to bring a higher but a quite clear and
achromatic light on the picture itself or parts of it. The
stuff is turned rapidly the other way to show its real
texture; the jest is perhaps a burning, but also a
magnifying and illuminating, glass, to bring out a special
trait more definitely. It is safe to say that a great deal
of the combination of vivacity and veracity in Chaucer’s
portraits and sketches of all kinds is due to this all-
pervading humour; indeed, it is not very likely that any
one would deny this. What seems, for some commentators,
harder to keep in mind is that it may be, and probably is,
equally present in other places where the effect is less
immediately rejoicing to the modern reader; and that
medieval pedantry, medieval catalogue-making, medieval
digression and irrelevance are at once exemplified and
satirised by the operation of this extraordinary faculty.

That the possession of such a faculty almost necessarily
implies command of pathos is, by this time, almost a
truism, though it was not always recognised. That Chaucer
is an instance of it, as well as of a third quality, good
humour, which does not invariably accompany the other two,
will hardly be disputed. He is not a sentimentalist; he
does not go out of his way for pathetic effect; but, in
the leading instances above noted of ‘'The Clerk’s’ and
‘Prioress’s Tales’, supplemented by many slighter touches
of the same kind, he shows an immediate, unforced,
unfaltering sympathy which can hardly be paralleled. His
good humour is even more pervading. It gives a memorable
distinction of kindliness between ‘The Wife of Bath'’s
Prologue’ and the brilliant following of it by Dunbar in
‘The Tua Mariit Wemen and the Wedo’; and it even separates
Chaucer from such later humorists as Addison and Jane
Austen, who, though never savage, can be politely cruel.
Cruelty and Chaucer are absolute strangers; indeed, the
absence of it has brought upon him from rather short-
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sighted persons the charge of pococurantism, which has
sometimes been translated (still more purblindly) into one
of mere courtliness—of a Froissart-like indifference to
anything but ‘the quality,’ ‘the worth,’ as he might have
put it himself. Because there is indignation in ‘Piers the
Plowman’, it is thought that Chaucer does not well not to
be angry: which is uncritical.

This curious, tolerant, not in the least cynical,
observation and relish of humanity gave him a power of
representing it, which has been rarely surpassed in any
respect save depth. It has been disputed whether this
power is rather that of the dramatist or that of the
novelist—a dispute perhaps arguing a lack of the historic
sense. In the late sixteenth or early seventeenth century,
Chaucer would certainly have been the one, and in the mid-
nineteenth the other. It would be most satisfactory could
we have his work in both avatars. But what we have
contains the special qualities of both craftsmen in a
certain stage of development, after a fashion which
certainly leaves no room for grumbling. The author has, in
fact, set himself a high task by adopting the double
system above specified, and by giving elaborate
descriptions of his personages before he sets them to act
and speak up to these descriptions. It is a plan which, in
the actual drama and the actual novel, has been found
rather a dangerous one. But Chaucer discharges himself
victoriously of his liabilities. And the picture of life
which he has left us has captivated all good judges who
have given themselves the very slight trouble necessary to
attain the right point of view, from his own day to this.

Something has been said of the poetic means which he
used to work this picture out. They were, practically,
those which English poetry had been elaborating for itself
during the preceding two or three centuries, since the
indrafts of Latin or Romance vocabulary, and the gradual
disuse of inflection, had revolutionised the language. But
he perfected them, to, probably, their utmost possible
point at the time, by study of French and Italian models
as regards arrangement of lines in groups, and by
selecting a diction which, even in his own time, was
recognised as something quite extraordinary. The old
delusion that he ‘Frenchified’ the language has been
nearly dispelled as regards actual vocabulary; and, in
points which touch grammar, the minute investigations
undertaken in the case of the doubtful works have shown
that he was somewhat more scrupulous than were his
contemporaries in observing formal correctness, as it is
inferred to have been. The principal instance of this
scrupulousness—the management of the valued finale, which
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represented a crowd of vanished or vanishing peculiarities
of accidence—was, by a curious consequence, the main cause
of the mistakes about his verse which prevailed for some
three centuries; while the almost necessarily greater
abundance of unusual words in ‘The Prologue’, with its
varied subjects, probably had something to do with the
concurrent notion that his language was obsolete to the
point of difficulty, if not to that of unintelligibility.
As a matter of fact, his verse (with the exception of one
or two doubtful experiments, such as the nine-syllabled
line where ten should be) is among the smoothest in
English; and there are entire pages where, putting
trifling differences of spelling aside, hardly a single
word will offer difficulties to any person of tolerable
reading in the modern tongue.

It is sometimes complained by those who admit some, if
not all, of these merits in him that he rarely—a few would
say never—rises to the level of the highest poetry. Before
admitting, before even seriously contesting, this we must
have a definition of the highest poetry which will unite
the suffrages of the competent, and this, in the last two
thousand years and more, has not been attained. It will,
perhaps, be enough to say that any such definition which
excludes the finest things in ‘Troilus and Criseyde’, in
‘The Knight’s’ and ‘Prioress’s Tales’ and in some other
places, will run the risk of suggesting itself as a mere
shibboleth. That Chaucer is not always at these heights
may be granted: who is? That he is less often at them than
some other poets need not be denied; that he has access to
them must be maintained. While as to his power to
communicate poetic grace and charm to innumerable other
things less high, perhaps, but certainly not always low;
as to the abounding interest of his matter; as to the
astonishing vividness in line and idiom of his character-
drawing and manners-painting; and, above all, as to the
wonderful service which he did to the forms and stuff of
English verse and of English prose, there should be no
controversy; at least the issue of any such controversy
should not be doubtful.
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34. JOHN WILLIAM MACKAIL, DAYLIGHT AND ROMANCE

1909

J.W.Mackail (1859-1945), educated at Balliol College,
Oxford, was a man of letters and civil servant, who wrote
on Classical and English Literature. Though slightly
hampered by the implicit nineteenth-century theory of
poetry represented by Mill and Arnold, and repeating
commonplaces about childishness and dramatic quality, he
nevertheless achieves an independent rich multiplicity of
response to both romance and realism, praises the
fabliaux, and with some originality identifies Chaucer’s
highest achievement as the mingling of romance and realism
in ‘Troilus and Cryseyde’. Reprinted from ‘The Springs of
Helicon’, Longmans Green & Co. (1909), pp. 6-7, 49-69, by
permission of Longman Group Ltd.

(p. 6) He has much of the spirit of the child, easily
pleased and easily fatigued, prone to follow the
suggestions of an alert but vagrant fancy.

Love is too young to know what conscience is;
Yet who knows not conscience is born of love?

And so we may see Chaucer writing sometimes with a grace
and charm that are quite idle and irresponsible, and then
kindling to some piteous or tragic motive, some beauty of
situation or splendour of passion, until the bird-note
thrills us by turning into the song of an angel.

Hence, in a world which always tends to be obtuse
towards poetry, to feel safe with dulness and to take
kindly to the second-best, it is not surprising that
Chaucer’s fame as a poet has been much confused with
false issues. It rests, or has rested, in great part on
work which is not his best, or which is not his at all.
To the normal modern reader he is known mainly through
extracts; and it is singular how often these extracts
seem chosen to miss his highest poetry, his specific
greatness as a poet. We may be pretty sure to find among
them the description of the Squire or the Miller, the
Clerk of Oxford or the Parson—admirable sketches of
character, terse, lifelike, humorous, executed in quite
fluent and workmanlike verse, but not exactly poetry, or
if so, only poetry with a difference. We may very
probably find the Prioress’ Tale, a legend gracefully
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told, with a sort of thin elegance, suited admirably and
with perfect dramatic instinct to the person of its
narrator, but not poetry of the first excellence. We may
find a few vignettes of landscape, or highly wrought
descriptive passages like that of the temple of Mars in
the Knight’s Tale. But we shall seldom find anything that
really shows to what a height Chaucer’s poetry can rise.
We shall not find the Complaint of Queen Anelida, nor the

exquisite narratives in the ‘Legend of Good Women’, nor
anything to give a notion of the sustained magnificence
and mastery of the ‘Book of Troilus and Creseide’. Even

for those who know their Chaucer more fully, emphasis has
to be laid on the first-rate work to disengage it from
the work that is short of first-rate, from the work that
is the poetry of his time and surroundings rather than of
his ‘own essential genius.

With Chaucer, too, as with some few others among the
great poets, it is necessary to draw a distinction between
the poet and the story-teller. His narrative gift is
probably unsurpassed; it has not been equalled except by
one or two in England, by a very small number anywhere. It
is a gift of immense value to a poet, but it is not the
gift of poetry...

(p. 49) The narrators [of ‘The Canterbury Tales’] are
a mixed company of men and women, mostly belonging to
the bourgeoisie, and not conversant with high thoughts
or profound emotions. Throughout we must always remember
who it is that is telling the story. While the accent of
Chaucer himself is clear through all the tales, while
they are all informed by his sweetness of temper, his
humour, his keen observation and quick sympathy, each of
them bears also the personality of the narrator in whose
mouth it is placed. No greater triumph of dramatic art
has been achieved, so far as dramatic art consists in
creating people and making them live and act from
within.

Without at present raising the whole formidable question
of what poetry is, we may say that in any case it must
fulfil two conditions; that it was worth writing in verse,
and that it could not have been written but in verse. The
first condition would exclude a great deal of the metrical
output of Chaucer’s contemporaries, and perhaps some of
his own. The second excludes almost nothing that ranks as
literature during times earlier than the period at which a
language has developed the art of prose composition. This
in Chaucer’s England was just beginning to be the case,
but only just beginning. Wiclif was founding English
prose; but it is a long step from Wiclif to Coverdale, or
from the so-called Mandevile to Malory. Such prose as had
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been created for Italy by Boccaccio, supple, succinct,
lucid, was not yet available in English.

It would be very odd, if we were not so much accustomed
to it, that a volume or volumes entitled ‘The Poetical
Works of Chaucer’ should include ‘Melibeus’ and the
Parson’s Tale. In the latter, Chaucer has carried his
dramatic sympathy to the point where poetry is rejected as
a sort of invention of the devil. In the former (‘a little
thing in prose,’ as he calls it in one of those delicious
touches of his that often lie too deep for laughter—it is
enormously long besides being portentously dull, and would
take about two hours and a half in the telling) he 1is
making fun of the contention of the romantic school that
their poetry is the only genuine thing, and that if we
will not have ‘Sir Thopas’, we shall have ‘Melibeus’—
certainly an awful alternative either way. We may be
thankful to Chaucer for this among his many mercies, that
his humour took this particular line, and that he did not
waste his time, and probably mislead many generations of
critics, by going through the more elaborate jest of
giving us the whole of ‘Melibeus’ in verse, even had the
verse been as smooth and as workmanlike as that of the
‘Confessio Amantis’.

If we set aside the little thing in prose, the wild
burlesque of ‘Sir Thopas’, and the Parson’s sermon,
twenty-one tales in verse are left. In estimating the
effective poetical value of the whole work, we have to
consider partly what I have already hinted at, the entire
construction in which the tales are set, and the dramatic
fitness of each story to the occasion of the telling and
the person of the teller; and partly, the poetic quality
and excellence of the stories themselves. The former
criterion is strictly relevant to our judgment of Chaucer
as a creative artist. But this kind of creative art may
exist in its highest perfection—as it does in Scott for
instance, or in Dickens—without entering the sphere of
poetry at all. In ‘David Copperfield’ or the ‘Antiquary’
we have a little world of people as living, as
interesting, as distinct and various as the God’'s plenty
of the Canterbury Pilgrims. In the main framework of the
‘Canterbury Tales’—the prologues and interstitial verse—
there is little that could not be done in prose, at all
events in the prose of a more mature accomplishment. For
poetry, in the sense of high poetry, we must look mainly
to the tales themselves.

The twenty-one which we have to consider fall naturally
into three divisions. Seven are serious in subject and
treatment; those of Palamon and Arcite, of Custance, of
Griselda, of Cambuscan, of Dorigen, of Appius and
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Virginia, and of the little Christian boy in Asia. Seven
are what Chaucer himself very aptly calls harlotry; those
told by the Miller and Reeve, the Friar and Sompnour, the
Merchant and Shipman, and the fragment which is all we are
allowed to hear—though it has perhaps already gone quite
far enough—of the life of Perkin Reveller, the Idle
Apprentice. Seven are in an intermediate or mixed manner.
Of these last, two are hardly poems at all, so much as
versified material for sermons, tales told for
edification, not for delight. The Legend of Saint Cecilia
puts into verse, with considerable dexterity but with
little beauty or imagination, the prose of the Golden
Legend with all its prosaic details even down to the
absurd etymologies. The Monk’s Tale, while it contains
passages of fine rhetoric, has no unity of construction,
no organic quality. A string of instances chosen out of a
stock such as, ever since Lactantius wrote the ‘De
Mortibus Persecutorum’, formed a regular part of every
churchman’s library, is sufficient material for a sermon,
but hardly for a poem. Both of these pieces seem clearly
to be early work, retouched and inserted here. The other
five differ from these two in constructive quality; but
they also differ from the first group of seven in not
treating the story with high poetic seriousness. They do
not stand out against the general narrative framework of
the tales as against a background of lower tone; in some
cases they rise out of it, or fade into it, almost
insensibly. As stories indeed, while the Canon’s Yeoman’s
Tale and the Manciple’s Tale are trivial, and the Wife of
Bath’s Tale a slight thing pleasantly told, it would be
difficult to beat the Pardoner’s Tale of the three thieves
for grim strength, or the Nun’s Priest’s Tale of the cock
and fox for humour and light grace. But one does not look
in them for really great poetry.

Even in the seven serious tales, the poetry seldom
rises to a high tension. To the Knight’s Tale I will
return in a moment. In the rest we may notice the
relaxation of a genius which had ascended in its central
period to poetry, not of greater or sunnier charm, but of
more ardent imagination, of a loftier purpose and
movement. The Clerk’s Tale of Griselda is interesting as
showing a wavering between romantic and humanistic
treatment. It is because the difference is never adjusted
that, with all its many beauties, it is on the whole a
failure as a poem. When he wrote it, Chaucer was clearly
not at the stage, or in the mood, where he could treat it
in the spirit of the fabliau. He had passed out of the
romantic atmosphere into the open air. But in cool
daylight the whole story of Griselda is either
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preposterous or shocking; in either case not fit material
for high art. That it made a great impression on Petrarch
from whom Chaucer took it, is matter of known fact. But
Petrarch in his whole life seems never once to have come
into contact with real things.

This relaxation has its degree of seriousness. In the
stories of Custance and of Dorigen Chaucer finds ample
scope for beauty, imagination, pity, as well as for the
special graces of romance. The former rises more than once
to a splendid eloquence.

Paraventure in thilke large book

Which that men clepe the heaven, ywritten was
With sterres, when that he his birthe took,
That he for love should han his death, alas!
For in the sterres, clearer than in glass,

Is written, God wot, whoso could it read,

The death of every man, withouten dread.

This is noble poetry at high tension; and as noble, and
more piercingly vivid, is another famous stanza:

Have ye nat seen sometime a pale face
Among a press, of him that hath be lad
Toward his death, whereas him gat no grace,
And such a colour in his face hath had,

Men mighte know his face that was bestad,
Amonges all the faces in that rout?

So stant Custance, and looketh her about.

But the essential difference between the tale of Custance
and the ‘Book of Troilus and Creseide’ is that the one is
but a tale, told gracefully and movingly to pass the time
away, and the other a creative masterpiece going to the
heart of life.

Even the Knight’s Tale, with its stately movement and
lavish richness of ornament, does not bring us into the
heart of things. It is no derogation from a poem which is
one of the chief splendours of our literature to say this.
The same might be said of another poem which on its
smaller scale much resembles it, Keats ‘Lamia’. It is
arguable that ‘Lamia’ is Keats’ finest poem; and the
Knight’s Tale is, I suppose, the single poem which
represents Chaucer most fully. In it the pictorial or
decorative value of his poetry is at its maximum. It is
all beautiful, all dexterous and masterly, all Chaucer at
a high level that only comes short of his highest. It has
more range than any other single poem of his; it supplies
more memorable phrases and lovely lines. It ranges from
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the sweet garrulous manner of the romance-writer, to a
loftiness and incisiveness that are almost Homeric, almost
Virgilian.

Alas, why pleynen folk so in commune
Of purveyance of God, or of fortune,
That giveth them full oft in many a guise
Well better than they can themself devise?

These lines recall the great words of Zeus at the opening
of the ‘Odyssey’—

Alas, how idly do these mortals blame

The Gods, as though by our devising came

The evil that in spite of ordinance

By their own folly for themselves they frame!

The words of Arcite—

So stood the heaven when that we were born:
We must endure: this is the short and plain—

seem to echo some stately cadence of the ‘Aeneid’ like the
‘Stat sua cuique dies’ or the ‘superanda omnis fortuna
ferendo est’. Now we come on a fully elaborated epic
simile—

Right as the hunter in the regne of Thrace
That standeth at the gappe with a spear,

Whan hunted is the lion or the bear,

And heareth him come rushing in the greaves
And breaketh both the boughes and the leaves,
And thinketh, Here cometh my mortal enemy,
Withoute fail he mote be dead, or I:

For either I mote slay him at the gap,

Or he mote slain me, 1if that me mishap:

So fareden they:

and again, on a line of Greek simplicity like that of
Palamon’s—

For since the day is come that I shall die—
the sort of line in which the art is so consummate that it
looks like accident. We have passages of light speed,

those lovely lines for instance beginning—

The busy lark, the messenger of day,
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that read like a piece of early Shakespeare; and
concentrated couplets, now smooth and weighty like the
comment of Theseus,

Then is it wisdom, as it thinketh me,
To make a virtue of necessity;

now filled with lyric air and fire, as in the lamentation
of the Athenian women over Arcite’s body (like the weeping
in Troy over Hector, Chaucer is bold enough to say)-—

Why woldestow be dead, these women cry,
And haddest gold enough, and Emily?

In the Knight’s Tale Chaucer (again like Keats in ‘Lamia’)
was trying to write as well as he could. If a fault in it
is to be hinted at, it is that now and then (but here
again we must remember that the tale is told not in his
own person, but in the Knight’s) he seems to pay a little
too much attention to the writing, and does not give quite
free play to his humour or to his power of dramatic
imagination. With Chaucer, indeed, as with that college
friend of Johnson’s who has made himself immortal by a
single thoughtless phrase, ‘I don’t know how, cheerfulness
was always breaking in.’ When he says of the portraits in
the temple of Mars—

All be that thilke time they were unborn,
Yet was their death depeinted therebeforne:

when, in the highly wrought and noble description of
Arcite’s death, he says—

His spirit changed house, and wente there,
As I came never, I cannot tellen where:

it is with the flicker of a smile, checked as soon as it
appears. The two passages are in singular likeness and
contrast to two others of the same purport in Shakespeare,
where the lightning of a grimmer laughter flashes across a
situation of tragic horror. ‘This prophecy Merlin shall
make; for I live before his time,’ says the Fool in
‘Lear’, in a passage which is vainly rejected as an
interpolation by some editors. ‘In heaven; send thither to
see: 1f your messenger find him not there, seek him i’ the
other place yourself,’ is the sinister sarcasm of Hamlet.
But here, as even in the dying words of Arcite with all
their unsurpassable grace and tenderness, the strange sob
of their cadences—
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What is this world? what asketh men to have?
Now with his love, now in his colde grave
Alone, withouten any company—

we are in the faint world of romance, among dreams that
linger a moment, retreating in the dawn.

But in their main structure and substance, even where
they deal with romantic stories and episodes, the
‘Canterbury Tales’ represent the reaction from romance.
Chaucer brought poetry into the open air, just when the
romantic atmosphere was beginning to be oppressive. It
was not before this, it was more likely a little later,
that the English metrical romance reached its last and
perhaps its greatest success in ‘Sir Degrevaunt’ . But
over Degrevaunt and all his kin rests henceforth the
mocking note of ‘Sir Thopas'- Their feet move in an
elderly morning dew; their sentiment begins to look
tawdry under the daylight. Yet on the other hand in
contrast with the author of ‘Piers Ploughman’ Chaucer is
the head of the romantic school, as Homer is romantic in
contrast with Hesiod. He carries romance even into his
comedy, as he carries his comedy even into romance. This
is what gives his work so complex and intricate a
fascination. I have already spoken of the Nun’s Priest’s
Tale as a masterpiece in his lighter style of poetry;
airy, delicate, exquisitely humorous, with a light
silvery grace about it, although it is only silver and
not gold. It is in this poem that he makes his most
direct attack on the romances—

This story is all so true, I undertake,
As is the book of Lancelot de Lake.

In a way too, it is all so poetical, all so romantic. He
is a poet making fun of poetry, just as, being an
accomplished and sensitive stylist, he is so fond of
parodying style, even his own. Unless we realise how
continually he is doing this, we miss half his meaning.
Sometimes it is done quite broadly, oftener with so demure
an air as almost to escape notice.

For the orizont had reft the sunne’s light
(This is as much to sayn as it was night):

it may be suspected that here he is making fun of Dante.

And in his ire he hath his wife yslayn:
This is th’ effect, there is no more to sayn:
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this is a parody of his own epic manner. May'’s visit to
the sick-bed of Damian in the Merchant’s Tale is a
conscious parody of Cressida’s visit to the sick-bed of
Troilus. It is audaciously introduced by the very phrase,
‘pity runneth soon in gentle heart,’ used with such
serious beauty in ‘Palamon and Arcite’ and used again with
a slighter and subtler touch of comedy in the proem of the
falcon’s speech to Canace; that speech itself being a
parody from beginning to end of Chaucer’s own seriously
romantic manner as we see it in the ‘Legend of Good
Women'’ . Indeed, except where Chaucer is at his very
highest elevation, or where, as in the Prioress’ Tale, he
suppresses it for dramatic purposes, the suspicion of
parody, the lurking instinct of making fun, is never far
round the corner. It glances and sparkles through the
Knight’s Tale; it gives added breadth and charm to the
earlier books of ‘'‘Troilus and Creseide’. It keeps his
tenderness from becoming sentimental, as his sentiment
keeps it in turn from becoming heartless.

This comes out most vividly in his treatment of the
feathered things, the ‘smale foules,’ of which he was so
loving and so keen an observer. With his romantic passion
for birds, he is full of their comic aspect. He is alike
responsive to the magic of the nightingale and to the
absurdity of the dove sitting upon a barn-roof. The
‘Parliament of Fowls’ is a sort of epitome of his own
poetical genius on all its sides: the romantic sensibility
of the turtle—

For though she died, I would none other make;
I will be hers till that the death me take:

the reaction from romance in the duck—
Who can a reason find or wit in that?
Yea, quek! yit quod the duck: full well and fair.’

There be mo sterres, God wot, than a pair:

the high seriousness with which that Canterbury pilgrim is
checked by the tercelet—

Thy kind is of so low a wretchedness
That what love is thou canst not see ne guess.

And so also with his loving and humorous view of other
animals, like cats and dogs, as in the lines—
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And if the cattes skin be sleek and gay,
She wol nat dwell in house half a day;

But forth she wol, ere any day be dawed,
To show her skin, and gone a-caterwawed:

or in a passage about dogs’ manners in the Parson’s Tale
which can hardly be quoted with decorum, but which is even
more intensely funny and true to life than Launce’s
lecture to Crab in the ‘Two Gentlemen of Verona'’.

Seldom for very long together does Chaucer keep
perfectly serious. But the world itself is not constantly
serious; and when it is, it is often with the seriousness,
not of a great art that sweeps by with sceptred pall, but
of a Puritanism that renounces art altogether. Of
Chaucer’s Muse, both in her more impassioned and in her
lighter vein, it may well be said—

By her attire so bright and shene,
Men might perceive well and seen
She was not of religioun.

Yet in this bright secular world we may see, towards the
end, the spirit of Puritanism rising and casting a shadow
over his work; not merely in the recantation at the
conclusion of the ‘Canterbury Tales’, but in the grave
impressive moralisations with which the Doctor’s and the
Manciple’s Tales end—though here, once more, we must not
forget the dramatic element. Even the light-hearted
Paganism of Boccaccio had ended thus; as did, a century
later, the splendid humanistic art of Botticelli; as did
the whole Renaissance movement by the end of the sixteenth
century. In Chaucer’s own age and country, which were also
the age and country of Wiclif and of John Ball, Langland
gives us a criticism of life deeper than Chaucer’s, though
narrower. As responsive to the wretchedness of this world
as Chaucer was to its variety and beauty, he dreams, not
of a House of Fame, not of ladies dead and lovely knights,
but of heaven opened, of Mercy and Truth meeting, of
Righteousness and Peace kissing one another. When the
vision comes on him—

Into the land of longing - alone she me brought,

And in a mirror that hight middle-earth - she made to
behold.

Son, she said to me—here might thou see wonders.

But they are not the wonders of Chaucer; and in that
mirror the world is seen, full indeed of sharp colour and
life, but without romance, without joy, without pity.
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This seriousness is quite a different thing from the
high seriousness of art. In its eyes, ‘Troilus and
Creseide’ falls under the same condemnation with the
Miller’s Tale; both are mere worldly vanity. But as
poetry, the distinction between the two is evidently
profound. We can hardly ignore, or leave unanswered, the
question whether the Miller’s Tale, and that whole body of
brilliant work to which it belongs, be poetry at all, and
if so, in what sense. To reduce the matter to a concrete
instance, let me take two passages which are closely alike
in substance and handling. In the Sompnour’s Tale the
friar responds to the invitation to order his own dinner

as follows: -

Now dame, quod he, je vous dy sanz doute,
Have I not of a capon but the liver,

And of your softe bread not but a shiver,
And after that a roasted pigges head

(But that I wold no beast for me were dead)
Than had I with you homely suffisance.

I am a man of little sustenance.

My spirit hath his fostering in the Bible;
The body is aye so ready and penible

To wake, that my stomach is destroyed.

The other passage is from an author who is like Chaucer in
many qualities, in a combination of humour and sentiment,
in creative fertility, and in the breadth of his outlook

on human life.

‘I think, young woman,’ said Mrs. Gamp, in a tone
expressive of weakness, ‘that I could pick a little bit
of pickled salmon, with a nice little sprig of fennel
and a sprinkling of white pepper. I takes new bread, my
dear, with jest a little pat of fresh butter, and a
mossel of cheese. In case there should be such a thing
as a cowcumber in the ‘ouse, will you be so kind as
bring it, for I'm rather partial to ‘em, and they does a
world of good in a sickroom. If they draws the Brighton
Tipper here, I takes that ale at night, my love: it
bein’ considered wakeful by the doctors. And whatever
you do, young woman, don’t bring more than a shilling’s
worth of gin and water when I rings the bell a second
time; for that is always my allowance, and I never takes

a drop beyond.’

This last passage is of course not poetry; what is it, if
anything, beyond the mere absence of metrical form, in
which it differs from the other? There are two things to
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say about this: first, that the matter of metrical form is
not accidental but essential; secondly, that a poet
working in a medium which is the medium of poetry is
producing potential poetry, and that this potential poetry
is to some extent, which may be greater or less, converted
into actual poetry in the process of production. He may
let it run at low pressure; he may reduce the elements of
beauty, of construction and imagination; but the
interaction of the mind of a poet and the forms of poetry
is so close that he cannot, nor would he if he could,
wholly shut these elements off. Even where the verse seems
to run automatically off the machine, to be at low
pressure or at none, the artist’s hand is on the lever,
and able at any moment to fill and flood the verse with
the quality of essential poetry. The Pardoner’s Tale is a
fabliau which is entirely suited to prose treatment, and
has in fact made its impression on Europe through prose
versions, from the ‘Gesta Romanorum’ to the ‘Jungle Book’.
But it rises without effort in Chaucer’s hands to such
grave rhythmic rhetoric as this:

And on the ground, which is my mother’s gate,
I knocke with my staff both early and late
And saye: Leve mother, let me in!

Lo how I vanish, flesh and blood and skin’.
Alas, when shall my bones been at rest,

And in the opening lines of the Wife of Bath’s Tale—

In the olde dayes of the King Arthour

Of which that Britons speaken great honour,
All was this land fulfilled of fayerie:

The Elf-Queen, with her jolly company,
Danced full oft in many a greene mead—

we have the note that, at a higher imaginative pressure,
but hardly with more melodious grace, comes back in the
splendid prologue to ‘Lamia’:

Upon a time, before the faery broods

Drove Nymph and Satyr from the prosperous woods,
Before King Oberon’s bright diadem,

Sceptre, and mantle clasp’d with dewy gem,

Frighted away the Dryads and the Fauns

From rushes green, and brakes, and cowslipp’d lawns.

The difficulty disappears if we take larger views. For
poetry, like all real art, is a function of life, and its
province is as wide as that of life itself. The harlotries
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of the ‘Canterbury Tales’ have qualities other than those of
poetry; but even of them it may be said that the thing could
not be done in prose, or at least that in prose it would
lose a specific charm, a definite artistic quality. It comes
of his width of outlook, his large sane handling of 1life,
that Chaucer, while at his slackest he never loses touch of
beauty, at his highest never loses his sunlit charm and
brilliant speed. He says of the Duchess Blanch:

Her list so well to live
That dulness was of her adrad.

Chaucer is never dull; except where he means to be dull,
and is so dramatically. It is far otherwise with his

successors. ‘Chaucer fain would have me taught, but I was
dull,’ says Occleve; and all his readers—they are not
many—answer fervently, ‘Indeed you were.’ The Chaucerians

are always being dull. Even their best work lacks the
ripple and sparkle that never deserts that of their
master. It is for this that even the high Muse 1is
indulgent to him when, in the not unkindly phrase of
Dryden, he mingles trivial things with those of deeper
moment, and forgets that an author is not to write all he
can, but only all he ought.

But Chaucer’s supreme work is neither his earliest nor
his latest; it is the work of that central period where
his field first broadens, and the enchanted atmosphere of
romance begins to melt into the open day. Such is the law
of progress in poetry. We may long to fix that brief
perfection; but we might as well attempt to stay the sun.
It is there that we find his largest and firmest handling
of beauty. In his earlier and wholly romantic work we

may on these branches hear
The smale birdes singen clear
Their blissful sweete song pitous,

in a world of garden-closes where the grass is powdered
with daisies, where the railed alleys are ‘shadowed well
with blosmy boughes green, and benched new and sanded all
the ways’; the beauty is small and intricate, like that of
pictures in a painted book. From that lovely babble of
birds—

Layes of love full well souning
They sungen in their jargoning—

he rises to a freer handling, at once more natural and
more impassioned:



298 Chaucer: The Critical Heritage vol.2

A nightingale upon a cedar green

Under the chamber wall thereas she lay,
Full loude sang again the moone sheen,
Paraunture in his birdes wise a lay

Of love.

Just so likewise from his romantic descriptions of summer
dawns he rises to this picture in the large epic manner:

On heaven yet the sterres weren seen
Although full pale ywaxen was the moon,
And whiten gan the orizonte sheen

All eastward.

In both of these passages we hear the great note of
classical romance which is poetry consummate.

It is by virtue of his high poetry that Chaucer takes
his rank as a poet.

Sometimes a-dropping from the sky

I heard the skylark sing;

Sometimes all little birds that are,
How they seemed to fill the sea and air
With their sweet jargoning!

(with what a beautiful instinct Coleridge uses the
Chaucerian word!)

And now ‘twas like all instruments;
Now like a lonely flute;

And now it is an angel’s song

That makes the heavens be mute.

To this angel’s song he rises. It ceased; and it is
elsewhere, in a later day, that Chapman heard, and we
hear now

the music of the spheres
And all the angels singing out of heaven.

As the daylight broadens, the enchantment slowly fades
away. Once the sun has climbed high, we must needs look
back wistfully, not only to that magnificence of the
splendori antelucani, but even beyond it to the magic of
dusk, to the world of enclosed gardens, of cool green
rooms, of 1lit chapels and shadowy halls. For poetry must
perpetually return to the romance that again and again
she seems to have outgrown. ‘He seeth well,’ says the
author of the ‘High History of the Holy Grail’, ‘that
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albeit the night were dark, within was so great
brightness of light without candles that it was marvel;
and it seemed him the sun shone there. With that he
issueth forth and betaketh him to the way he had
abandoned, and prayeth God grant he may find Lancelot of
the Lake.’

35. WILLIAM WITHERLE LAWRENCE, TO SHOW IT AS IT WAS

1911

W.W.Lawrence (1876-1958), educated at Leipzig and Harvard,
was Professor of English at Columbia University, New York,
1916-36. He begins to develop a social theory of
literature, based on an underlying concept of the
primarily mimetic function of literature (a ‘mirror’).
Chaucer is denied sublimity and, more surprisingly,
pathos, but the critic observes the significant diversity
of Chaucer’s work, concentrating on ‘'The Canterbury
Tales’. Reprinted from ‘Medieval Story’, Columbia
University Press (1911), pp. 211-20.

The tales of the common folk contain many a caustic
comment on the aristocratic manners of the day. We have
already seen two separate tendencies in the literature of
the middle classes,—the one satirical, mocking with
bitter laughter at Church and State through the mouth of
Reynard the Fox; the other a more dignified and good-
humored protest uttered by Robin Hood. In the ‘Canterbury
Tales’ the bitter and cynical tone is very noticeable in
the criticism of life which comes from the commons. These
folk have sharp tongues; they love to ridicule the errors
of churchmen and the frailties of women. Chivalry had
insisted on blind devotion to the gentler sex and to the
majesty of religion; these people answer, with a sneer,
that neither women nor clerics are any better than they
should be. Most of their stories will not bear repeating.
The closest modern analogues of these fabliaux, told
among men in the ale-house and tavern, are our smoking-
room stories, indefensibly coarse, even though
indisputably humorous. The grossness of Chaucer’s tales
is well-known, but they have some redeeming qualities.
They differ from their descendants of the smoking-room in
that they are really artistic in their narrative method,
the precursors of the modern short-story, and that they
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contain, under their broad jesting, mordant social
satire. The knight tells a tale of two lovesick young
warriors, Palamon and Arcite, who woo a pink and white
beauty named Emily with all the elaborate mannerisms of
romance. Hardly has the knight finished, when the drunken
miller steps in and shows what the common people made of
the airs and graces of aristocracy. His heroes are two
rascally young ‘clerks’; his heroine a carpenter’s wife
of doubtful virtue. The extravagant way in which these
two knaves make love to the lady is no less than a parody
of the sentimentality of the knight’s tale. One of them
sings love-songs and sighs under her window:-

The mone, whan it was night, ful brighte shoon,
And Absolon his giterne hath y-take,
For paramours, he thoughte for to wake.
And forth he gooth, Iolif and amorous,
Til he cam to the carpenteres hous

A little after cokkes hadde y-crowe;
And dressed hym up by a shot-windowe
That was upon the carpenteres wal.

He singeth in his vois gentil and smal,
‘Now, dere lady, if thy wille be,

I preye yow that ye wol rewe on me,’
Ful wel acordaunt to his giterninge.

This is the final outcome of the absurdities of the system
of chivalry in the minds of the sharp-witted common folk;
caricature of its elaborate manners, and satire of its
immorality, which permitted a married woman to encourage
the love of other men than her husband.

We must be careful not to take all that is said in the
‘Canterbury Tales’ about the faults and failings of women
too seriously. It represents truly neither Chaucer’s
feelings nor those of his age. The frailty of women
formed one of the stock subjects for medieval satire,
just as her peerless perfection served as the corner-
stone of the system of chivalry. Both of these artificial
literary fashions affect the spontaneity of the
sentiments of the pilgrims. Again, some other tales, like
that of the lawyer, are not intended to be taken
seriously at all; they exaggerate the virtue of woman out
of all reason for a moral purpose. The young Oxford
student tells of the patient Griselda, who was so
obedient to her husband that she was willing to let him
kill her children and put her aside for another wife, and
yet make no complaint. This represents the ideals of no
class of society; Chaucer himself says that the tale is
not told because wives ought to imitate the humility of
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Griselda, for that would be un-bearable, even if they
were willing to try, but because every one ought to be
constant in adversity, as she was. We may fancy the
disgust of the wife of Bath at this story! And then, by
way of antidote, Chaucer tells of the lean cow which fed
on patient wives, and the fat cow which fed on patient
husbands, showing, just as in the wife of Bath’s tale,
that the moral must be taken with a grain of salt. We
must surely disregard such evidence as this in studying
Chaucer’s work as an indication of social ideals. It is
the expression of individuals, it smells of the lamp, it
is little connected with that literature which rises
spontaneously from the thoughts and feelings of any great
class of society; or, if it was once the property of the
people, it has been so altered in learned hands as to be
completely changed in spirit. The ‘Canterbury Tales,’ it
will be observed, are not like the great poetry which we
have considered in the earlier lectures,—they are a
collection of diverse material, some of it popular, some
of it aristocratic, some of it learned and ‘literary.’ In
so far as these stories mark the emergence of the
individual, or the narrow interests of the moralist, they
are a less trustworthy guide to social progress.

Yet this very diversity is itself significant. We have
now, at the end of the fourteenth century, reached a time
when story-telling no longer reflects the ideals of a few
sharply defined social orders, but when it is complicated
in a thousand ways by the more elaborate structure of the
English nation. It is more difficult to see English life
clearly because it is no longer simple. Its confusion
appeared so great to the author of ‘Piers Plowman’—if we
may speak of him as one man—that he represented it as a
field full of folk of the most diverse habits and
occupations, a motley throng indeed. Despite his vivid
characterizations, he did not succeed in interpreting the
true spirit of the time as Chaucer did. Chaucer’s vision
is wider; he sees virtue in many classes of society,
while Langland is so intent on remedying social abuses
that he has little sympathy for any one but his plowman
hero. Langland shows us many vividly contrasted types,
but Chaucer introduces us more intimately to the people
themselves. He makes them speak, sometimes formally, when
they are entertaining the rest of the pilgrims, sometimes
informally, but always naturally. What any group of
persons say 1s quite as important for an understanding of
their true character as how they look. There is no one
figure in the Field of Folk so complex and at the same
time so human as the wife of Bath, but if Chaucer had
contented himself with mere description, her personality
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would have been far less vivid. The same is true of many
of the other characters. And Chaucer had a sympathetic
understanding of them all. It is indeed rare in any age
to find an author with interests so wide as to embrace
all classes of people, acquainted with all kinds of
story-telling, from saints’ lives to the coarse jests of
the tavern, and with the power to put before us a human
comedy perfectly representative of his age, making his
men and women reveal, by means of narratives told by
themselves, their own thoughts and ideals.

For such a task as this Chaucer was particularly fitted
by his experience with all sorts and conditions of men.
He lived in London, then, as now, the heart of England.
He was born a commoner, but he spent his earlier years at
the royal court. He was thrown on terms of intimacy with
the greatest in the land, he was an active man of
business, he was a traveler in foreign countries, he was
a soldier who saw active service in the field, he was a
member of Parliament, and the holder of various public
offices, and he was a diplomatist, engaged in important
and confidential negotiations. His career was far more
varied than Shakspere’s, it will be observed. Shakspere
was, indeed, a shrewd man of business, he lived in London
in a most picturesque and active era, and he was on
intimate terms with persons of distinguished birth and
superior breeding. But that he was ever more than an
actor and a sharer in theatrical enterprises there is
nothing to show. His life was passed in the midst of most
interesting scenes, but he took only a restricted share
in the manifold activities of his day. He was able to
devote his full energies to the drama, while with Chaucer
literary work was of necessity subordinated to business.
Shakspere passed the best years of his life in the
atmosphere of the theater; Chaucer was constantly obliged
to give up his books and his writing in order to
discharge faithfully the duties which had been laid upon
him. Charles Lamb used to assert that his real ‘works’
were in the rolls of the East India Office; Chaucer might
have said that his own were in the ledgers of the Customs
Office for the Port of London. For a considerable time he
was obliged to fill in these ledgers with entries in his
own handwriting. In this work many hours were consumed
which might have given classics to the world. His public
occupations claimed so much of his time through the prime
of his life that it seems a marvel that he produced as
much as he did. But all this activity among many classes
of men, in swarming London, in Italy in the springtime of
the Renaissance, in France and in Flanders, gave him the
breadth of view, the insight into human nature, the poise
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of judgment, which make his work so perfect a mirror of
his own day. Had he spent more time among his books, and
less in the great world, he might have been less
representative of his age. The imprisonment of his gay
spirit behind the bars of routine may perhaps have even
given his song an added freshness when once the doors of
his cage were opened.

He viewed the human comedy with a certain detachment.
As a man of the world, he was interested in a great
variety of things, but, like Horace, without the deepest
feeling. He never quite lets himself go; if he becomes
tragic or tender, he is likely to turn aside with a shrug
and a smile, and to deny his own emotion. He identifies
himself with no one class of society; he stands apart,
and views them all from his own point of vantage. When he
exposes the abuses of the times, he is rather amused than
indignant. If monks and friars steal from the poor, and
meanwhile line their own pockets, he has more real
delight in seeing through their hypocritical pretenses
than he has righteous anger at their villainy. Nothing
pleases him more than to set two of them against each
other, to make the summoner and the friar expose each
other’s tricks. He is no particular friend of the
commons. He hates shams and hypocrisies, in whatever
station. The miller who steals corn, or the sailor who is
sometimes dishonest and cruel, are treated with as little
mercy as the lawyer or the doctor. Chaucer does not 1lift
up his voice in favor of the lower classes, like Langland
or Gower. In fact he seems, like Shakspere, to have been
rather impatient of the multitude. He is no brother of
the men who gave final form to the stories of Reynard the
Fox. Probably he had seen enough of the turbulent commons
of his day to despise their instability and treachery. ‘0
stormy people,’ he exclaims, ‘so little serious, so
little true to what you say! Ever indiscreet, changing
like a weathercock, delighting in rumor, waxing and
waning like the moon, full of gabble, your judgments are
false, your constancy is vain, the man who believes in
you is a great fool!’ This is what differentiates Chaucer
from many other great literary men of his day. He had no
desire to reform the world, he merely strove to show it
as it was. His attitude was akin to that of Shakspere and
of Moliére. We have long since abandoned the absurd
notion that a definite didactic purpuse was the
controlling force in the composition of the plays of
Shakspere. We know, too, that while Moliére doubtless
produced ‘Tartuffe’ partly in order to strike at
hypocrisy, and ‘L’Avare’ partly to expose avarice, his
genius was not confined with limits so narrow; his
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ultimate object was not to fulfil the functions of a
Bossuet or of a La Rochefoucauld, but to show life in the
large as he saw it in the brilliant and varied society of
his day.

On the other hand, the personality of the author is far
more in evidence in the work of Chaucer than in the plays
of these great dramatists. In this respect, Chaucer is
more like Thackeray, who constantly interrupts his
narrative in order to interject remarks in his own
person. Chaucer rides with his pilgrims, he is one of
their company, he tells two of the stories himself. But
he is not content to appear merely as a character, he
speaks out as author too. Sometimes he gets so much
interested in his tale that he forgets that one of his
characters is telling it. Suddenly the mask drops, and it
is Chaucer who addresses us straight from the desk where
he is writing, and not even from his place in the
procession on the road to Canterbury. It is surely not
the shy and serious Oxford student who finishes the tale
of the patient Griselda. At the end of the story, after
the irritating patience of the virtuous wife has been
finally rewarded, a half-waggish, half-cynical epilog
follows, at which we have already glanced. Every reader
must feel that the clerk of Oxford has faded out of the
picture completely, and that Chaucer has usurped his
place. Rightly enough the scribe has written above the
lines, ‘L’Envoy de Chaucer:’

Griselda is dead, and her patience tool And I warn all
married men not to try the patience of their wives in
the hopes of finding a Griselda, for they’ll surely
fail!.. Stand at your defense, ye arch-wives, I counsel
you! Since you are as strong as camels, don’t suffer men
to offend you! And ye slender wives, feeble in fighting,
be savage as Indian tigers, keep on gabbling as fast as
a mill, I counsel you!.. Make your husbands jealous, and
you shall make them couch like quails... Be light as leaf
on linden tree, and let your husbands have sorrow and
weeping, wailing and wringing of hands!

Chaucer was not, of course, the originator of his tales;
he borrowed them from whatever sources he chose, and in
many cases these sources were truly popular—as much so as
those of the Robin Hood ballads or of the stories of
Reynard the Fox. But in placing them in a distinctive and
picturesque framework, in which he himself appeared,
Chaucer emphasized the personal note almost as much as he
did by his comments delivered in his capacity as author.
His great contemporary and master in story-telling,
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Boccaccio, does not appear among the noble company in the
‘Decameron, ’ nor does he express his own ideas about
their conduct. Chaucer’s friend and fellow-townsman,
Gower, speaks in his own person in his collection of
tales, the ‘Confessio Amantis,’ but only as a sort of
lay-figure, conversing with an impossible half-
maythological, half-allegorical figure, the Priest of
Venus. But Chaucer moves among the pilgrims a live and
breathing man, full of spirit and humor. He was medieval
in his willingness to tell absurd and archaic stories,
full of the artificial conventions of chivalry or the
exaggerations of morality and religion common to his day,
but he was modern in his fresh and common-sense outlook
upon life, and in his willingness to let this influence
his work. Even when he is not speaking, we constantly
feel his presence. He takes us into his confidence; he
draws us aside and laughs with us at the merry jest of
life. By a supreme stroke of genius, he reveals to us a
personality more fascinating and more complex than that
of any of his pilgrims,—his own.

We cannot delay over an analysis of his genius; our main
emphasis must be on his stories and their significance for
the social conditions of his age. But this may be said ere
we take leave of him: he was as great a poet as a man can
be who rarely achieves pathos and who never attains
sublimity.

36. GEORGE LYMAN KITTREDGE, A CONNECTED HUMAN COMEDY

1912

G.L.Kittredge (1860-1941), educated at Harvard
University, was Professor of English in Harvard
University, 1894-1936. His criticism of Chaucer is
learned, sympathetic, historically informed, sensitive,
and immensely influential. Taking up a well-established
tradition he argues for an underlying structural
principle for ‘The Canterbury Tales’ as a ‘Human Comedy’,
and by means of what he calls ‘straightforward
interpretation’ reads ‘The Canterbury Tales’ as a fully
dramatic piece of a realistic kind, a self-enclosed
fiction like a novel. Kittredge sees the