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Given how little we know about the lives of any of his predecessors in English poetry, it is remarkable how much we do know about Chaucer. He grew up in London and lived there all his life, apart from professional trips to France, Spain, Italy and to other parts of England. His family was well off: his grandfather was a wine merchant from Ipswich who moved to London to set up the business into which his son, Geoffrey’s father, succeeded him. Little is known about the education of the poet, who was an only child; despite the impressive erudition and love of learning evident throughout his writings, he seems not to have gone to university. He was a prominent courtier and civil servant, starting out in his early teens as a page in the service of the Countess of Ulster, and by 1360 serving in the retinue of her husband Lionel Duke of Clarence in a bloody period during the Hundred Years War in France. He was captured at a battle near Rheims, and ransomed, the tradition is, by the king, Edward III. In 1367 he married Philippa de Roet, the daughter of a Flemish knight and probably the sister of Katherine Swynford, the mistress and ultimately third wife of Edward III’s powerful and dictatorial son, John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster. It was the connections with Gaunt in particular that kept Chaucer prominent in public affairs.


Though Chaucer probably translated parts of Le Roman de la Rose (the Middle English verse version, The Romaunt of the Rose, which is half-heartedly included at the end of all modern editions of Chaucer, is possibly his) and wrote short poems in French and English in the 1360s, his first major poem was The Book of the Duchess, probably written as an elegy for the death of Gaunt’s first wife Blanche (the mother of Henry IV) in 1368. Thereafter Chaucer was an active public servant and writer, though the sequence of events is not always clear. It is possible, though the evidence is not wholly conclusive, that Chaucer travelled to Italy and Ireland in Lionel’s entourage. He certainly visited Genoa on trade missions in 1372 and 1373. The public and literary activities sometimes coincided: for example, it was probably on a diplomatic trip to Lombardy that he encountered the works of Boccaccio, at least two of which he drew on for major works, The Knight’s Tale and Troilus and Criseyde. His roles in public life were significant: he was a Justice of the Peace, and in 1386 a Knight of the Shire for Kent, in which capacity he was a member of the ‘Wonderful Parliament’ in October and November 1386 which marked an important escalation of the hostilities between the young king and parliament. In the mid-1380s he composed Troilus and Criseyde, and he was engaged on his most famous work, The Canterbury Tales, from the late 1380s until his death in 1400. There is no record of the date or circumstances of his death, despite the amusing and lurid speculations in Terry Jones’s whodunnit Who Murdered Chaucer? A Medieval Mystery (2003).


The first striking quality of Chaucer’s writing is its capacity to express general truths. We immediately recognise the world he creates. This is not the quality that our era most prizes in poetry though. In his first ‘Milton’ essay, T. S. Eliot criticises the imagery of ‘L’Allegro’ and ‘Il Penseroso’ for being ‘all general’. He objects to the lines about the ploughman ‘who whistles o’er the furrowed land’ and the milkmaid who ‘singeth blithe’ that ‘it is not a particular ploughman, milkmaid and shepherd … (as Wordsworth might see them)’, but an aural effect ‘joined to the concepts of ploughman, milkmaid, and shepherd’. On these principles, he would not like Chaucer (and indeed Eliot, unlike Ezra Pound who said that ‘Chaucer had a deeper knowledge of life than Shakespeare’, has little to say about him). When he is most serious, Chaucer, of whom Dryden in the preface to his Fables concluded ‘here is God’s plenty’, has a penchant for the general truth and the perfect cameo to represent it: ‘the smylere with the knyf under the cloke’ amongst the horrific depictions on the walls of the Temple of Mars in The Knight’s Tale; the plight of Criseyde ‘with women fewe among the Grekis stronge’; the insights about writing in the introduction to his classical dream-poem The Legend of Good Women:








books had been lost And yf that olde bokes were aweye


Lost Yloren were of remembraunce the keye.











This kind of generalising power is not what we have looked for in poetry since Eliot and the modernists. Chaucer shares with Dickens and Jane Austen the capacity to create a character – or caricature – with a telling stroke of the pen: the Medical Doctor on the Canterbury pilgrimage who ‘knew the cause of every malady’ and, recognising that ‘gold in physic is a cordial, therefore … lovede gold in special’. Nowhere was there anyone as busy as the Lawyer on the pilgrimage: ‘and yet he semed bisier than he was.’ We recognise these vocational clichés, and admire the mot juste in their expression.


Chaucer is of course a great entertainer, as everyone knows. As well as generalities, there are cameos of more particular wit and astuteness: the presumptuous monk in The Friar’s Tale who takes over the house he visits, ‘and fro the bench he drove away the cat’; the exuberance of The Miller’s Tale in Alysoun’s exclamation after she has pulled in from the window ‘hir naked ers’:








‘Tehee!’ quod she, and clapte the wyndow to.











As an entertaining presence, the Wife of Bath manifests both tendencies, enlivening her general traits – mostly the stereotypical details of the shrewish wife – with vivid verbal details, addressing one of her wretched husbands as ‘old barrelful of lies’ and bursting out with the great lament –








Allas, Allas! That evere love was synne!











Yet none of this – generalising power or sparkling verbal cameos – would establish Chaucer as one of the greatest poets in English. He would still be open to the reservation which Matthew Arnold appended to his admiration of him: that he lacks ‘high seriousness’, one of ‘the grand virtues of poetry’. But something else, less obvious and less generally noticed, does make Chaucer’s poetic gift extraordinary. In a few brilliant pages of Seven Types of Ambiguity William Empson anatomises an extract from Troilus and Criseyde, showing that it has the same verbal density and ironies of language as the most accomplished lyric. Empson states the problem for the narrative poet acutely, illustrating in passing perhaps why our era is unreceptive to the long poem. ‘In a long narrative poem the stress on particular phrases must be slight, most of the lines do not expect more attention than you would give to phrases of a novel when reading it aloud; you would not look for the same concentration of imagery as in a lyric. On the other hand, a long poem accumulates imagery.’


But Empson goes on to show how Chaucer’s poetry, as well as accumulating a sustained imagery, does respond remarkably well to the kind of attention you would give to a lyric. Let me give a few examples (most from texts which are included in this selection) of Chaucer’s skill with imagery, from the work that stands with Troilus and Criseyde as his greatest: The Canterbury Tales. The first is the most bizarre episode in the whole journey to Canterbury: the extraordinary appearance of the Canon and his Yeoman. If Chaucer had seriously planned to complete the ambitious programme of the Tales – to write four stories each for thirty-odd pilgrims – he hardly helped his cause by introducing two more characters, the mysterious Canon and his attendant Yeoman, a few miles from the end of the pilgrimage. Would this require eight more tales? The episode begins with one of Chaucer’s memorably exuberant lines: as the fat Canon comes galloping on a hot day to catch up with the pilgrims, he is sweating ‘that it wonder was to see’; he (or possibly his horse) is so flecked with sweaty foam that he looks as two-toned as a magpie:








But it was joye for to seen hym swete!











So far so amusing! But this Canon is a very strange figure: an alchemist as it turns out (anticipating the comedy of Ben Jonson: a dramatist whose work Chaucer’s resembles in the mixture of the general and the particular I have been noting). In the first 26 lines of the Canon’s Yeoman’s Prologue, sweat is mentioned four times and the foam of sweat twice. The Canon’s forehead, we are told, drips like ‘a stillatorie’ – a vessel or room for distillation. In short, this alchemist is presented as a personified still. And when the Canon overhears what his Yeoman is going to talk about, ‘he fledde awey for verray sorwe and shame’ and we hear no more about him. He is as evanescent as the Cheshire Cat – as deliquescent as the materials of his absurd and sinister art. The story that follows, The Canon’s Yeoman’s Tale, is an account of the machinations of the alchemists, sustained and held together by a language drenched with liquid and sublimation: the ‘spirites ascencioun’ from the pot and glasses, the urinals and descensories, waters rubifying and bulls’ gall, water’s albification, dung and piss and imbibing, fermentation and corrosive waters. Throughout the description the alchemist is shown sweating as he labours over the fire; at the end Plato (amongst the philosophers that speak ‘mistily’) expounds how water is made of four elements but will not say what they are. It is, the narrator concludes, the fiend’s work, represented by this tour de force of liquidity. It is a good illustration of Empson’s praise of the Chaucerian long poem building by accumulating and densening imagery.


In the same way, the Prologue and Tale of the loathsome Pardoner are suffused with disgust at man’s physical nature, expressed as a sacrilegious variant of doctrinal truth, a parody of the Eucharist (echoing Joyce for the modernist reader). The Pardoner says his ‘theme’ is always the same: that cupidity is the root of all evils. One form of it is the greed for food and drink: even Swift can not surpass the Pardoner’s loathing for bodily operations (a loathing which he attributes to St Paul):








stomach; codpiece O wombe! O bely! O stynkyng cod,


full of shit Fulfilled of dong and of corrupcioun!




sound At either ende of thee foul is the soun …


pound and strain Thise cookes, how they stampe, and streyne, and grynde,


And turnen substaunce into accident


your gluttonous demands To fulfille al thy likerous talent.











There is nothing so philosophical and blasphemously brilliant in St Paul as the extraordinary turning of ‘substaunce into accident’ here: the Christian understanding of the Eucharist is to see beyond the accidental into the underlying divine substaunce, the ‘Real Presence’. The Pardoner’s chefs take the material substance of food – the material which was hunted laboriously from ‘est and west and north and south, / In erthe, in eir, in water’ – and reduce it to insubstantial dishes for the gourmet. They make presence unreal. It is an astonishing image, and one which powerfully sets up the world of destructive and irresponsible corruption in the following tale told by the Pardoner, the greatest short story in early English literature. Wilson Knight’s luminous observation that a Shakespeare play is like an extended metaphor because of the way it sustains and deepens its central image applies exactly to this skill in Chaucer, found in many places beyond these two examples. As in Shakespeare, we don’t notice it happening. There is no poet in English – comparison might be made with the Metaphysicals, or with the writers of ‘Philosophic Words’ in the eighteenth century – that carries so much learning so lightly and within such a crucible of imagery as Chaucer: no poet who is such a brilliant dramatist.


But the fact remains that Chaucer is, first and last, a narrative writer: his units are extensive, as Empson says. Since Dryden first called him ‘the father of English poetry’ at the end of the seventeenth century it has always been found difficult to present him in manageable extracts in his original language to his modern readers. Moreover, his fourteenth-century language is not very easy to understand (though not as difficult as that of many of his contemporaries, or as difficult as one might expect of a writer two hundred years earlier than Shakespeare: his language is sometimes easier than Shakespeare’s Elizabethan eloquence, the ‘Othello music’). The most successful recent anthology was Nevill Coghill’s 1961 selections for Faber, made readable by the unusual strategy of having the texts faced by the modern verse versions which Coghill did so well (he called them ‘paraphrases’, even though they extended to about three-quarters of the length of the originals most of the time).


Of course the biggest difficulty in making selections is deciding how to represent The Canterbury Tales, one of the very greatest long works in English and one with a powerful coherence to it, despite its unfinished and fragmentary form, and its generic variety. Most tales are too long to represent in their entirety; here I have included only The Pardoner’s Tale more or less in full – nothing gives a more complete sense of Chaucer’s narrative drive and thematic cogency. Some set pieces are unforgettable but too short to include as an extract, such as the wonderfully frosty, Brueghel-like cameo from The Franklin’s Tale:








The bittre frostes, with the sleet and reyn,


yard Destroyed hath the grene in every yerd.


Janus sit by the fyr, with double berd,


And drynketh of his bugle horn the wyn;


meat; boar Biforn hym stant brawen of the tusked swyn,


Noel! And ‘Nowel’ crieth every lusty man.











This passage comes the morning after an evening in the company of a magician, whose spells and their end inevitably bring to mind Prospero’s cloud-capped towers and revels in The Tempest:








scholar And whan this maister that this magyk wroughte


Saugh it was tyme, he clapte his hands two,


entertainment And farewel! Al oure revele was ago.


And yet remoeved they nevere out of the hous,


Whil they saugh al this sighte merveillous,


But in his studie, ther as his bookes be,


They seten stille, and no wight but they thre.











As ever, of course, I hope that these samples will tempt the reader to proceed further into the pages of the Riverside Edition: the nine hundred lines of The Franklin’s Tale are too long for inclusion here, but the tale’s haunting magic and writerly elegance would be a good text to go on to.


There is another difficulty in offering Chaucer to a modern readership: one, though, which is more solvable than we might expect, and which this selection attempts to redress. Because of the pre-eminence of The Canterbury Tales in Chaucer’s corpus, most modern editions begin with that and its familiar opening lines about April’s soft showers, even though the Tales were his maturest work. This opening of the General Prologue is a hard act to follow. But we know enough about Chaucer’s life (much more than we know about Shakespeare, for example), both from his own testimony and because he was a public servant, to give a rough chronology of his writing life and to order the works accordingly.


The chronological order is important, not just for its scholarly interest, but because Chaucer’s style and literary manner changed and – it is fair to claim – matured throughout his writing life. At the risk of over-simplifying, his early works were influenced by French literary traditions (we know that Chaucer himself wrote in French, though we cannot identify with certainty any surviving French works as his); his middle-period writing was influenced by his great Italian predecessors and earlier contemporaries Boccaccio and Petrarch; and his latest writings, such as the later Canterbury Tales, had their own style, compounded of French and native English, drawing on all those predecessors and the whole post-classical tradition he was heir to. It is this mature complex style and literary attitude that provide the securest grounds for claiming for Chaucer the status of founding father of English literature. (C. S. Lewis said memorably that the whole mixed style of subsequent English poetry is found in seed in Chaucer’s beautifully balanced line ‘Singest with vois memorial in the shade’ from the strange minor poem Anelida and Arcite: the Old English-derived ‘singest’ and ‘shade’ wrapped round the French ‘vois’ and ‘memorial’, in a combination of English and French word-order.)


Some of the dates given here are speculative (particularly with some of the short poems, like ‘Truth’), and parts of The Canterbury Tales predate the general placing of that work after 1388 (for example, Chaucer had probably translated The Knight’s Tale from Boccaccio’s Teseida at least as early as the early 1380s); but I have tried to keep to a plausible order so that these selections give an impression of the poet’s development. We begin with the French-derived octosyllabics of The Book of the Duchess, almost certainly written for the death in about 1368 of Blanche of Lancaster, the wife of Chaucer’s patron, John of Gaunt, who was the brother-in-law of the poet’s wife. And, with one exception, we end with the ‘Retraction’ at the end of the Tales: not that I want to suggest that this was written, like Yeats’s last poems, on the poet’s deathbed as was implausibly suggested a generation ago by a sympathetic reader of Chaucer, John Gardner, but because it offers a logical coda to Chaucer’s last and most substantial work. The exception is ‘The Complaint of Chaucer to His Purse’, a poem which ends with an ‘envoy’ (letter) to the new king Henry IV, which means that its writing must be very close to Chaucer’s death in about 1400. It also makes a spirited conclusion to the writings: an urbane and half-humorous complaint in Chaucer’s most accomplished mature style and in the seven-line rhyme royal stanza that he used for many of his major works.


So where, finally, can the appeal of Chaucer for a modern reader be most reliably found? It has proved difficult for professional criticism to agree about exactly where his strengths lie, for reasons touched on at the start of this introduction. Critical approaches have tended to emanate from one of two extreme positions: either ‘the good old Chaucer’ school which sees the poet as an entertainer – something like what he himself calls a ‘tregetour’, a ‘sleight-of-hand artist’ as the Riverside Edition glosses it; or an exegetical school which shows him, accurately enough, as a learned, bookish author of the late Middle Ages – a figure parodied by Chaucer himself when the eagle in The House of Fame rebukes him for going home to his house where as ‘domb (dumb) as any stoon, / Thou sittest at another book / Tyl fully daswed (dazed) is thy look’: dazed from reading. Chaucer’s fondness for learning is most touchingly evident in his ideal portrait of the Clerk of Oxford in the General Prologue: a man too unworldly to have a clerical benefice (in contrast to the bitterly unfulfilled ambitious clergymen of a century later, Skelton and Dunbar), a man who would rather have at his bed’s head








bound Twenty bookes, clad in blak or reed,


Of Aristotle and his philosophie,


fiddles; psaltery Than robes riche, or fithele, or gay sautrie.











One of his greatest and most attractive works, The Nun’s Priest’s Tale, incorporates a complex weave of classical learning into an innocent, plain-style mock-heroic fable about ‘a fox, or of a cok and hen’. Besides, like the other major poets of learning in the Middle Ages (the greatest, of course, is Dante), Chaucer is also a profound love poet, and not only because the tradition in which he wrote was the heritage of Ovid and the medieval love poets, from the Troubadours to Dante and from the great German epics of love to the romance-writers of the Renaissance. Chaucer, like his creation Pandarus, had his own ‘feeling’ for love (though, like Pandarus, he denied that he had it). It is evident all over his writings, from the endless eloquent evocations of the folly of love to Criseyde’s head-spinning reaction to Troilus riding by – ‘Who yaf me drynke?’


In the end the critical dilemma is rather as with rebutting Tolstoy’s attack on Shakespeare: it is easier to recognise and illustrate the excellence of Chaucer than to characterise it definitively. One thing we can say at least is that criticism has in several eras not served Chaucer well. For example, when originality was prized above all else, it seemed a flaw that Chaucer’s stories (like Shakespeare’s) were copies or translations of earlier works. When it was shown that the figures in the General Prologue to The Canterbury Tales were types or copies rather than new creations, it was felt to be a diminution of Chaucer’s greatness. Chaucer’s Wife of Bath is closely modelled on ‘La Vieille’, the old lady who protects the rosebud in The Romaunt of the Rose (herself a formidable and compelling creation); but that is not to say she is not an irresistible creature when she laments ‘Allas, Allas! That evere love was synne!’ A poetics that deals conclusively with the great writers that took their inspiration from predecessors rather than reality – writers like Virgil, Dante, Chaucer and Shakespeare – has never quite been found. Criticism seems fated to wander off on its own beat. With Chaucer it often warns us about anachronism – for example in finding proto-feminist elements in him, long avant la lettre, it might seem. But we might counter that Gavin Douglas, not much more than a century after Chaucer, declared him to be ‘ever all women’s friend’.


I hope that Chaucer’s various appeals are represented here: his narrative compulsion; his keen-eyed wit; an unsurpassed vividness of characterisation and linguistic depth. You find yourself repeatedly reaching out towards the descendants of this father of English literature: to Ben Jonson or Shakespeare or Pope or the novelists of general wit – Austen or above all Dickens. It may be that we are too influenced by that later heritage to give full value to the religious side of Chaucer’s writing; the ‘plenty’ that Dryden found in him has many aspects. But we inevitably feel now that it is not just the language of English literature which is germinating in Chaucer: it is the typical and most humorous concerns of that literature itself.
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Chronology




[image: ]


















	Late 1330s

	   

	Boccaccio’s Il Filostrato (principal source of Chaucer’s Troilus)






	1337

	 

	Start of the Hundred Years War with France






	1339–42

	 

	Boccaccio’s Teseida (source of Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale)






	Early 1340s

	 

	Geoffrey Chaucer born in London






	Early 1350s

	 

	Boccaccio’s Decameron: some stories in common with The Canterbury Tales







	1357

	 

	Chaucer a page in the household of the Countess of Ulster, Wife of Prince Lionel, son of Edward III






	1359–60

	 

	Chaucer captured and ransomed while serving in the company of Prince Lionel in Northern France






	1366

	 

	Chaucer on a diplomatic mission in Navarre; Chaucer’s father dies and his mother marries again; Chaucer marries Philippa de Roet






	
c.1368

	 

	
The Book of the Duchess (written perhaps soon after the death of Blanche, Duchess of Lancaster and wife of John of Gaunt)






	1372–3

	 

	Chaucer on diplomatic mission to Italy (Florence and Genoa)






	1374

	 

	Chaucer made controller of customs in the port of London: lives above the gate of Aldgate






	1377

	 

	Death of Edward III, succeeded by his eleven-year-old grandson Richard II, son of the Black Prince (who died the previous year); Chaucer on missions to France






	1378

	 

	Start of Great Western Schism in the Church: two popes; Chaucer on mission to Lombardy






	1379–80?

	 

	The House of Fame






	1381

	 

	Richard II marries Anne of Bohemia






	Early 1380s

	 

	The Parliament of Fowls






	Mid-1380s

	 

	Troilus and Criseyde






	1386

	 

	Chaucer briefly MP for Kent






	1386–8

	 

	Series of contentious parliaments, curbing the power of Richard II; Chaucer’s connection John of Gaunt a major power






	1386–7

	 

	The Legend of Good Women






	1387

	 

	Death of Chaucer’s wife Philippa






	1389

	 

	Strengthening of Richard II’s power; Chaucer made Clerk of the King’s Works, a role from which he resigns in 1391






	Late 1380s

	 

	Beginning of The Canterbury Tales, on which Chaucer works (along with parts of The Legend of Good Women and some shorter poems) for the rest of his life






	1399

	 

	Death of John of Gaunt; his son Henry of Lancaster deposes and murders Richard II, and rules as Henry IV; Chaucer lives near the Lady Chapel of Westminster Abbey (24 December)






	1400

	 

	Death of Chaucer, perhaps on 25 October































READING CHAUCER’S POEMS





















The Book of the Duchess
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This poem is generally agreed to be the earliest of Chaucer’s definitely assigned works, dated to c.1368 and thought to be an elegy for Blanche of Lancaster, the wife of John of Gaunt, Chaucer’s patron and his wife’s brother-in-law. It is quite closely based on French predecessor vision-poems. These are the opening lines: the insomniac (lovelorn?) poet starts reading.








I have gret wonder, be this lyght,


How that I lyve, for day ne nyght


I may nat slepe wel nygh noght;


I have so many an ydel thoght


Purely for defaute of slep,


That, by my trouthe, I take no kep


Of nothing, how hit cometh or gooth,


Ne me nys nothyng leef nor looth.


Al is ylyche good to me –


10 Joye or sorowe, wherso hyt be –


For I have felynge in nothyng,


But as yt were a mased thyng,


Alway in poynt to falle a-doun;


For sorwful ymaginacioun


Ys alway hooly in my mynde.


   And wel ye woot, agaynes kynde


Hyt were to lyven in thys wyse;


For nature wolde nat suffyse


To noon erthly creature


20 Nat longe tyme to endure


Withoute slep and be in sorwe.


And I ne may, ne nyght ne morwe,


Slepe; and thus melancolye


And drede I have for to dye.


Defaute of slep and hevynesse


Hath sleyn my spirit of quyknesse,


That I have lost al lustyhede.


Suche fantasies ben in myn hede


So I not what is best to doo.


30   But men myght axe me why soo


I may not sleepe, and what me is?


But natheles, who aske this


Leseth his asking trewely.


Myselven can not telle why


The sothe; but trewly, as I gesse,


I holde hit be a sicknesse


That I have suffred this eight yeer;


And yet my boote is never the ner,


For there is phisicien but oon


40 That may me hele; but that is don.


Passe we over untill eft;


That wil not be mot nede be left;


Our first mater is good to kepe.


   So when I saw I might not slepe


Til, now late, this other night


Upon my bed I sat upright


And bad oon reche me a book,


A romaunce, and he it me tok


To rede and drive the night away;


50 For me thoughte it better play


Then play either at ches or tables


   And in this bok were written fables


That clerkes had in olde tyme,


And other poets, put in rime


To rede, and for to be in minde


While men loved the lawe of kinde.


This bok ne spak but of such thinges,


Of quenes lives, and of kinges,


And many other thinges smale.


60 Amonge al this I fond a tale


That me thoughte a wonder thing.











The dreamer reads the story of Ceyx and Alcyone, and how Alcyone, kept awake by worry about her absent husband, discovers his fate by enlisting the help of Morpheus, the god of dreams. The dreamer successfully does the same and has a strange dream in which a puppy, on the fringes of a hunt, leads him to a Man in Black, a young courtly lover, who is lamenting his wife’s death (interpreted as John of Gaunt lamenting for his dead duchess). But the narrative oddness of the development is more remarkable than the poem’s elegiac qualities. In the following passage (387ff), the dreamer, walking towards a tree in his dream to watch a hunt, encounters the little dog.








   I was go walked fro my tree,


And as I wente, ther cam by mee


A whelp, that fauned me as I stood,


390 That hadde yfolowed, and koude no good.


Hyt com and crepte to me as lowe,


Ryght as hyt hadde me yknowe,


Helde doun hys hed and joyned hys eres,


And leyde al smothe doun hys heres.


I wolde have kaught hyt, and anoon


Hyt fledde and was fro me goon;


And I hym folwed, and hyt forth wente


Doun by a floury grene wente


Ful thikke of gras, ful softe and swete,


400 With floures fele, faire under fete,


And litel used, hyt semed thus;


For bothe Flora and Zephirus,


They two that make floures growe,


Had mad her dwellynge ther, I trowe;


For hit was, on to beholde,


As thogh the erthe envye wolde


To be gayer than the heven,


To have moo floures, swiche seven,


As in the welken sterres bee.


410 Hyt had forgete the povertee


That wynter, through his colde morwes,


Had mad hit suffre, and his sorwes;


All was forgeten, and that was sene.


For al the woode was waxen grene;


Swetnesse of dew had mad hyt waxe.











The dreamer is now in a thick forest, with countless animals in it. Here he sees a man in black, sitting with his back against a thick oak. He tells the dreamer his tragic tale, describing in the following lines how Fortune played him at chess and turned ‘all his wele to wo’ (618ff).








For fals Fortune hath pleyd a game


Atte ches with me, allas the while!


620 The trayteresse fals and ful of gyle,


That al behoteth and nothing halt,


She goth upryght and yet she halt,


That baggeth foule and loketh faire,


The dispitouse debonaire


That skorneth many a creature!


An ydole of fals portrayture


Ys she, for she wil sone wrien;


She is the monstres heed ywrien,


As filth over-ystrawed with floures;


630 Hir moste worship and hir flour ys


To lyen, for that ys hyr nature;


Withoute feyth, lawe, or mesure.


She ys fals, and ever laughynge


With oon eye, and that other wepynge.


That ys broght up she set al doun.


I lykne hyr to the scorpioun,


That ys a fals, flaterynge beste;


For with his hede he maketh feste,


But al amydde hys flaterynge


640 With hys tayle he wol stynge


And envenyme; and so wol she.


She is th’envyouse charite


That ys ay fals, and semeth wel;


So turneth she hyr false whel


Aboute, for hyt ys nothyng stable –


Now by the fire, now at table;


Ful many oon hath she thus yblent.


She ys pley of enchauntement,


That semeth oon and ys not soo.


650 The false thef! What hath she doo,


Trowest thou? By oure Lord, I wol the seye.


At the ches with me she gan to pleye;


With hir false draughtes dyvers


She staal on me, and tok my fers.


And whan I sawgh my fers awaye,


Allas, I kouthe no lenger playe,


But seyde ‘Farewel, swete, ywys,


And farewel al that ever ther ys!’


Therwith Fortune seyde, ‘Chek her!’


660 And ‘Mat!’ in the myd poynt of the chekker


With a poun erraunt, allas!


Ful craftier to pley she was


Than Athalus, that made the game


First of the ches: so was hys name.











The Man in Black describes his falling in love with his lady called ‘goode faire White’, whose name is taken to refer to Blanche of Lancaster, John of Gaunt’s wife. The long love-description of her draws eloquently on the French Romance tradition. Only at the very end does the dreamer realise that the turning of ‘wele to wo’ for the Black Knight was her death. ‘Is that youre los? By God, hyt ys routhe’ (pity), he says. ‘This kyng’ rides homeward to his ‘long castel’ (Lancaster) on a ‘ryche hil’ (Richmond: Gaunt was Earl of Richmond as well as Lancaster). And the dreamer is woken by the castle bell in the dream (1321 ff).








Ryght thus me mette, as I yow telle,


That in the castell ther was a belle,


As hyt hadde smyten hours twelve.


Therwyth I awook myselve


And fond me lyinge in my bed;


And the book that I had red,


Of Alcione and Seys the kyng,


And of the goddess of slepyng,


I fond hyt in myn hond ful even.


1330 Thoghte I, ‘Thys ys so queynt a sweven


That I wol, be processe of tyme,


Fonde to put this sweven in ryme


As I kan best, and that anoon.’


This was my sweven; now hit ys doon.
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1–9 (overleaf): may nat] cannot     defaute] lack     take no] don’t care about     leef nor looth] good or bad     ylyche] equally


10–19: wherso] wherever     felynge] sense     mased] dazed     in poynt] on the point of     kynde] nature


20–9: hevynesse] depression     quyknesse] liveliness     That] so that     lustyhede] animation


30–9: what me is] what is the matter with me     Leseth his asking] wastes his time asking     gesse] suppose     holde] think     boote] cure     ner] nearer     but oon] only one


40–9: hele] cure     eft] later     mot nede be left] must be done without     mater] subject     Til] until     late] recently     oon] somebody     drive] pass


50–61: play] entertainment     ches] chess     tables] backgammon     fables] stories     be in minde] recall     the lawe of kinde] the law of Nature     smale] lesser


387–9: by mee] up to me     fauned me] fawned on me


390–9: koude no good] didn’t know what to do     heres] hair     wente] path


400–3: fele] many     Zephirus] the West Wind


404–9: trowe] think     envye wolde] would aspire     swiche seven] seven times as many     welken] night sky


410–15: morwes] mornings     his sorwes] its pains     sene] evident


620–9: behoteth] promises     halt] holds to promise     halt] limps     baggeth] squints     dispitouse debonair] scornful beauty     wrien] turn away     ywrien] covered     ystrawed] strewn


630–9: flour] delight     lawe] rule     mesure] moderation     That ys] whatever is     maketh feste] celebrates


640–9: envenyme] poison     envyouse] competitive     ay] always     wel] well disposed     yblent] blinded     pley] pretence     semeth oon] seems one thing


650–9: false draughtes dyvers] many hostile moves     staal] stole up     fers] queen     aweye] gone     Chek her] Checkmate
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