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Introduction

Chaucer had not chosen to writein English, | might be

abletohead thispreiminary notewith somethinglike
Avis Au Lecteur; which, with a French fine shade, would
suggest without exaggeration the note of warning. As it
is, | fed tempted to write, 'Beware!' or some such melo-
dramatic phrase, in large letters aoross the frontispiece.
For | doreally desretowarn thereader, or the critic, of
some possble mistakes in or about this book: touching
its real purpose and its inevitable pitfalls.

It were perhaps too sanguine a simplicity to say that
this book is intended to be popular; but at leas it is
intended to be smple. It dexribes only the effect of a
particular poet on aparticular person; but it alo expresss
a personal conviction that the poet could be an extremely
popular poet; that is, could produce the same effect on
many other normal or unpretentious persons. It makes
no claim to specialisn of any sort in the field of Chau-
cerian scholarship. Itiswritten-for peoplewho know even
less about Chaucer than | do. It does not in any of the
disputed details, dictate to thase who know much more
about Chaucer than | do. It isprimarily concerned with
thefact that Chaucer wasapoet. Or, in other words, that
it is possble to know him, without knowing anything
about him. A distinguished French critic said of my
sketch of an English novelig that it might well bear the
smple title, 'The Praise of Dickens’; and | should be
quite content if this tribute only bore the title of 'The
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Introduction

Praise of Chaucer’. Thewhale point, so far as | am con-
cerned, isthat it isas easy for an ordinary Englishman to
enjoy Chaucer as to enjoy Dickens. Dickensians always
quote Dickens; from which it follows that they often
misquote Dickens. Having long depended on memory,
I might be quite capable of misquotation; but | fear |
have fallen into something thAt may seam even more
shocking: a sort of irregular popular trandation. | do
incline to think that it is necessary to take some such
liberties, when first bringing Chaucer to the attention of
fresh and casual readers. However that may be, all this
part of the explanation isrelatively easy; and theintention
of the book is tolerably obvious.

Unfortunately this plan of smplification and popu-
larity is interrupted by two problems, which can hardly
be prevented from presenting a greater complexity. In
the sscond chapter, | plunged rather rashly into the wider
historical dements of Chaucer's age; and soon found
myself among deep tides that might well have carried me
far out of my course. And yet | cannot altogether regret
the course that | actually followed; for there grew upon
me, while writing this chapter, a very vivid realization
which the chapter itself does not very clearly explain. |
fear that the reader will only pause to wonder, with not
unjust irritation, why | sometimes seam to be writing
about modern politics instead of about medieval history.
| can only say that the actual experience, of trying to tell
such truths as | know about the matter, left me with an
overwhelming conviction that it is because we miss the
point of the medieval history that we make a mess of the
modern politics. | felt suddenly the fierce and glaring
relevancy of all the walking social symbols of the Chau-
cerian some to the dissolving views of our own social
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Introduction

doubts and speculations to-day. There came upon me a
conviction | can hardly explain, in these few lines, that the
great Types, the heroic or humorousfiguresthat makethe
pageant of pagt literature, are now fading into something
formless; because we do not understand the old civilized
order which gave them form, and can hardly even con-
sruct any alternative form. The presence of the Guilds
or the grades of Chivalry, the presence of the particular
details of that day, are not of course necessary to all human
beings. But the absence of the Guilds and the grades of
Chivalry, and the absence of any postive subgtitute for
them, is now a great gap that is none the less a fact because
it is a negative fact. Feeling this so strongly, at the mo-
ment, | smply could not force mysdf to the usual stiff
official attitude of dealing with all such things as dead; of
talking of Heraldry as if it were Hieroglyphics or dealing
with the friars as if they had disappeared like the Druids.
But | apologize for the disproportion of the second chap-
ter, which spoils the smplicity of the opening and the
general intention. Perhaps | might put up my notice of
warning, and warn the reader not to read the second
chapter. Now | come to think of it, | might warn him
not to read the book at all; but in this, perhaps there
would be a tinge of incondgency. Neverthdess, the book
would have served its purpose if anyone had learned, even
by getting as far as this page, that what matters is not
books on Chaucer, but Chaucer.

Lastly, it would be affectation on my part to deny that
the very subject forces me to face (or as ogtentatioudy to
avoid) a subject on which | am in a snse expected to be
controversial; on which | could not really be expected to
be non-controversial. But this problem is all the more
practical, because of the particular summary, or main
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I ntroduction

truth about Chaucer, which is most borne in upon my
mind, on rereading and reconsidering his work. Chaucer
was a poet who came at the end of the medieval age and
order; which certainly contained fanaticism, ferocity, wild
asceticism and the rest. There are some who really sug-
gest that it contained only fanaticism, ferocity and the rest.
Anyhow, | was faced with the fact that Chaucer was the
final fruit and inheritor of that order. And | was also
confronted with the fact, which seems to me quite as cer-
tain a fact, that he was much more sane and cheerful and
normal than most of the later writers. He was less deliri-
ous than Shakespeare, less harsh than Milton, lessfanatical
than Bunyan, less embittered than Swift. | had in any
case to construct some sort of theory in connexion with
this practical problem and this practical fact. Therefore
in this book | advance the general thesis; that, in spite of
everything, there was a balanced philosophy in medieval
times; and some very unbalanced philosophies in later
times.

| am sorry; | could easily have ended differently; it
would be much more simple and sociable to treat Chaucer
only as a charming companion and sit down with him at
the Tabard without further questioning about whence he
came. But something is due to conviction; my book was
bound to make some attempt to explain Chaucer; and
this is the only way | can explain him.

G. K. C.
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Chapter |
The Greatness of Chaucer

t is beginning to be realized that the English are the
eccentrics of the earth. They have produced an un-
usually large proportion of what they used to call
Humorists and would now perhaps rather call Characters.
And nothing is more curious about them than the contra-
diction of their consciousness and unconsciousness of their
own merits. It is nonsense, | regret to say, to claim that
they are incapable of boasting. Sometimes they boast most
magnificently of their wesknesses and deficiencies. Some-
times they boast of the more striking and outstanding vir-
tues they do not possess. Sometimes (I say it with groans
and grovellings before the just wrath of heaven) they sink
so low as to boast of not boasting. But it is perfectly true
that they seem to be entirely unaware of the very exist-
ence of some of their most extraordinary claims to glory
and distinction. One example among many is the fact
that they have never realized the nature, let aone the
scde, of the genius of Geoffrey Chaucer.
| sy advisedly the scale; for what ssems to me alto-
gether missed is the greatness of Chaucer. Men sy the
obvious things about him; they call him the Father of
English Poetry, but only in the sense in which the same
title has been given to an obscure Anglo-Saxon like Caed-
mon. He aso has been called the Father of English Poe-
try, though what he wrote is not in that sense poetry and
not in any sense English. They sy that Chaucer marks
13



The Grestness of Chaucer

the moment when our language began to be formed out
of French and Saxon dements; but they s nothing de-
mental about the man who did so much toform it..They
say (probably falsdy) that Chaucer borrowed from Boc-
caccio the notion of a framework of stories; and they ad-
mit that he brightened it a little by giving more person-
ality to the tellers of the Canterbury Tales. They admit
(sometimeswith afaint air of surprise) that thisfourteenth-
century man was acquainted with the nature of ajoke;
they concede a certain courtesy and urbanity, and then
generally turn with relief to digging up the old original
dull gtories which Chaucer made interesting. In short,
there has been perceptible, in greater or less degree, an
indescribable digpostion to patronize Chaucer. Sometimes
he is patted on the head like a child, because all our other
poets are his children. Sometimes heistreated asthe Old-
e Inhabitant, partially demented and practically dead,
because he was alive before anybody dse in Europe to
certain revolutions of the European mind. Sometimes he
is treated as entirely dead; a bag of dry bones to be dis-
sected by antiquarians, interested only in matters of detail.
But in no common English ears, asyet, doeshisnameactu-
ally sound as a thunderclap or a trumpet-peal, like the
name of Dante or of Shakegpeare. It may ssem fanciful
to say so, but the name of Chaucer has not yet completely
achieved the sound of a seriousthing. It ispartly the popu-
lar snsethat Early English is a sort of Pidgin English.
It is partly the pedantic preudice that medieval civiliza-
tion was not civilized. It is partly a sheer incapacity to
thank those who have given us everything, because we
cannot imagine anything dse.

The medieval word for a Poet was a Maker, which
indeed is the original meaning of a Poet. It is one of



The Gregness of Chaucer

the points, more numerous than some suppose, in which
Greek and medieval simplicity nearly touch. There was
never a man who was more of a M aker than Chaucer. He
made a national language; he came very near to makinga
nation. At least without him it would probably never have
been either soHia alanguage or so great anation. Shake-
speareand Milton weretHe greatest sonsof their country;
but Chaucer was the Father of his Country, rather in the
gyle of George Washington. And apart from that, he
made something that has altered all Europe more than
the Newspaper: the Novel. He was a novelig when there
were no novels. | mean by the novel the narrative that is
not primarily an anecdote or an allegory, but is valued
because of the almost accidental variety of actual human
characters. The Prologue of The Canterbury Tales is the
Prologue of Modern Fiction. It is the preface to Don
Quixote and the preface to Gil Bias. The agonishing
thing is not so much that an Englishman did this as that
Englishmen hardly ever brag about it. Nobody waves a
Union Jack and cries,' England made jolly storiesfor the
wholeearth." Itisnot too much to say that Chaucer made
not only a new nation but a new worjd; and was none the
less its real maker because it is an unreal world. And he
did it in a language that was hardly usable until he used
it; and to the glory of a nation that had hardly existed till
he made it glorious.

I know not why the people who are so silent about this
go about glorying in the fact of having painted Tasmania
red in an atlas or introduced the golf of Tooting to the
upper dassss of Turkey. But it is certain that, while some
of them have (if it were possble) overrated the greatness
of Shakespeare, most of them have unaccountably under -
rated the greatness of Chaycer. Yet most of the things
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that are hinted in depreciation of Chaucer could be s
as eadly in depreciation of Shakegpeare. If Chaucer bo
rowed from Boccaccio and other writers, Shakespeare boj
rowed from anybody or anything, and often from the sam
French or Italian sources as his forerunner. The answvE
indeed is obvious and tremendous; that if ShakegpeaR
borrowed, hejolly well paid back. But so did Chaucei
as in that very central ingance | have named; when h
turned the decorative picture-frame of the Decameron in
to the moving portrait-gallery of the ride to Canterbury

It is worth noting, touching that patronizing tone to
wards the childishness of Chaucer, that thereisvery mucl
the same patronizing tone in many of the earlier complt
ments to Shakespeare. In the case of Shakespeare, as o
Chaucer, his contemporaries and immediate sucoesors
seem to have been struck by something swest or kindl)
about him, which they felt as too natural to be great ir
the grand style. He is chiefly praised, and occasonaly
rebuked, for freshness and spontanety. Isit unfair to find
a touch of that patronizing spirit even in the greatest
among those who wer e less great?

Or swedtest Shakeyeare, fancy*s child,
Warble his native wood-notes wild.

| sugpect Milton of meaning that his own organ-notes
would be of a degper and grander sort than wood-notes
s0 innocently warbling. Yet somehow, as a summary of
Shakespeare, the description does not strike one as com-
prehensve. Hung be the heavens with black . . . have
lighted fools the way to dusty death ... the multitudi-
nous sees incarnadine . . . let the high gods who keep
this dreadful pother o'er our heads find out their enemies
now—these do not strike us exclusively as warblings. But
16
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neither, it may respectfully be submitted, areall thewood-
notes of Chaucer to be regarded as warblings. There are
things in Chaucer that are both austere and exalted, such
as certain lines in his religious poems, especialy his ad-
dresses to the Blessed Virgin; there are thingsin Chaucer
that are both grim and violent, such as the description of
the death-blow that broke the neck of the accuser of Con-
gstance. And if he only occasionaly rises to the grand or
descends to the grotesque, it is not obvious that he is the
less like life for that.

These examples, | may sy in passing, afford an oppor-
tunity to say a word of explanation, even at this stage,
about the spelling and diction of Chaucer and how | have
decided to deal withit. Inthisaso Chaucer suffersfrom
asomewhat unfair disadvantage as compared with Shake-
speare. Much of Shakespeare, as a matter of fact, was
actually printed in an old spelling which woul d make many
familiar lines look fantastic or awkward. Shakespeare's
old English was near enough to be easily modernized;
Chaucer's old English was just remote enough to make
it hard to do so while preserving the accent and melody.
Nobody canreadit, indeed, without wishing that some of
its antiquated words were in modern use. The wretched
scribe, starving for descriptive terms, will find many which
hewill envy the scribe of the fourteenth century. Indeed,
the two examples | have given themselves illustrate the
point. Thereis no nobler image of theideal, in the ideal
sense of that vulgarized term, than that single glimpsein
Chaucer:

Virgin, that art so noble of apparail

That leadest us unto the highe tower
Of Paradise.. .

nor can | ever read it without a sort of vision, of agarden
C. 17 B
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tilted on aremoteturret and awoman in trailingraiment,
plendiferouslike a comet, going up awinding sair. But,
incidentally, what a pity that we cannot say 'apparail’, in-
gead of being dismally reduced to saying 'apparé’. And,
oddly enough, thereisa similar detail in the other ingance
| took at random; for when the danderer of Congtance was
'srook’ S0 asto break his neck-bone, we have the pleasing
further fact that his eyes 'bragt out of his head'; which is
going about as far as grotesque violence will go. But will
not the envious man of letters think pensvey and ten-
derly about the posshilities of the word 'bragt'? When
the sensational novelis makes the hero burgt the bonds
knotted by the atrocious Chinaman, how much better if
he bragt them! When the comic novdigt sys that Mr.
Pobbles burgt his callar, how much more forcible if he
brag his collar! For this reason there is every argument
for leaving Chaucer's language as it ands, and even ad-
mitting its superiority for some of Chaucer's purposes
Neverthdess, for reasons which | shall explain more fully
esawhere, | propose in many cass boldly to modernize
the Chaucerian language, and especialy for the purpose
that isimmediate here: that of showing that Chaucer was
great in the snse in which Matthew Arnold connected
greatness with what he called 'high sriouses® and the
grand style.

L et anyone knowing only the popular and patronizing
impression of a merry gossp or warbling court minstrel,
uppose that he has presented to him without context or
criticism meredy such a verse as this, printed as | have
printedit:

Such end hath, lo, this Troilus for love:

Such end hath all his greate worthiness,

Such end hath all his royal esate above,
18
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Sxh ad hislug, sxh end his nddeness

Suih ed hah al the fdsewarld's britlenes

And thus bagen hisloving o Cresid

As| haetdd; ad in thiswie he died.
Nobody who knows what English is will sy that that
verse is not dignified. Nobody who. knows what tragedy
iswill sy it isunworthy of a tragic poet. The words and
spdling are not exactly as Chaucer wrote them, but they
represent with some reasonable worthiness what Chaucer
meant usto read. Now if anybody is so excruciatingly fond
of the expression 'swichfin' that he dedres to mingle it
with hisdaily talk, as| have desred to use 'bragt’ and *ap-
parail', it will be easy for him (by the laborious literary
research involved in looking at the book) to discover that
‘swich fin' is Chaucerian for 'such end' and to convict me
of having poisoned the well of English undefiled. But |
will modestly yet obgtinately repeat that it does not give
the modern reader an idea of the dignity, that was in
Chaucer's mind and gesture, to repeat ‘swich fin' five
times; egecialy as we do not know how Chaucer pro-
nounced it and are almogt certainly pronouncing it wrong.

Here, however, | have introduced this quotation in a
guotableform, in order to emphasizethefact that Chaucer
was capable of greatness even in the sne of gravity. We
all know that Matthew Arnold denied that the medieval
poet poss=s=d this'high sriousnesst; but Matthew Arn-
old's verson of high sriousness was often only high and
dry solemnity. That Chaucer was in that passage about
Troilus, speaking with complete conviction and a sn<e of
the greatness of the subject (which ssem to me the only
esentials of the real grand style) nobody can doubt who
reads the following verses, in which he turnswith terrible
and realigtic scorn on the Pagan gods with whom he had
19
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0 often played. | have mentioned these matters first to
show that Chaucer was capable of high seriouses even
in the sne of thase who fed that only what is serious can
be high. But for my part | dispute the identification. |
think there are other things that can be high as well as
high sriousess. | think, for instance, that there can be
such things as high spirits, and that these aso can be
spiritual.

Now even if we condder Chaucer only as a humorist,
he was in this very exact sns a great humorist. And by
this | do not only mean a very good humorigt. | mean a
humorigt in the grand style; a humorist whose broad out-
look embraced the world as a whole, and saw even great
humanity againg a background of greater things. This
quality of grandeur in ajoke is one which | can only ex-
plain by an example The example a0 illusrates that
clinging curse of all the criticism of Chaucer; the fact that
while the poet is aways large and humorous, the critics
are often small and sxious They not only get hold of
the wrong end of the gtick, but of the diminishing end of
the telescope; and take in a detail when they should be
taking in a desgn. The Chaucerian irony is sometimes so
large that it istoo large to be seen. | know no more strik-
ing example than the busness of his own contribution to
the tales of the Canterbury Pilgrims. A thousand times
have | heard men tell (as Chaucer himsdf would put it)
that the poet wrote The Rime of Sir Topas as a parody of
certain bad romantic verse of his own time. And the
learned would be willing to fill their notes with examples
of this bad poetry, with the addition of not a little bad
prose Itisall very scholarly, and it is all perfectly true;
but it entirely missss the point. The jokeisnot that Chau-
cer isjoking at bad ballad-mongers; the joke is much

20



The Grestness of Chaucer

larger than that. To se the soope of this gigantic jest we
mugt take in the whole position of the pogt and the whole
conception of the poem.,/

The Poet isthe Maker; heisthe creator of a cosmos
and.Chaucer is the creator of the whole world of his crea-
tures. He made the pilgrimage; he made the pilgrims.
He made all the tales that are told by the pilgrims. Out
of him is all the golden pageantry and chivalry of the
Knight's Tale; all therank and rowdy farce of the Mil-
ler's; hetold through the mouth of the Prioressthe pathe-
tic legend of the Child M artyr and through the mouth of
the Squire the wild, aimost Arabian romance of Cambus-
can. And he told them all in susained melodious verse,
sddom so continuoudy prolonged in literature; in a syle
that sings from gart to finish. Then in due course, as the
poet is a a pilgrim among the other pilgrims, he is
asked for hiscontribution. Heisat first sruck dumb with
embarrassment; and then suddenly sarts a gabble of the
worg doggerd in the book. It issobad that, after a page
or two of it, thetolerant innkeeper breaksin with the des-
perate protest of one who can bear no more, in words that
could be begt trandated as 'Gorlumme!’ or 'Thisis a bit
too thick!" The poet is shouted down by a righteous re-
volt of his hearers, and can only defend himsdlf by saying
sadly that thisis the only poem he knows. Then, by way
of a final dimax or anticlimax of the same satire, he
solemnly proceads to tell a rather dull story in prose.

Now ajoke of that scale goes a great deal beyond the
particular point, or pointlesness, of The Rime of Sir
Topas. Chaucer is mocking not merely bad poes but
good poets, the best poet he knows; 'the best in thiskind
are but shadows. Chaucer, leaving to represent himself
as reciting bad verse, did very probably take the oppor-

21
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tunity of parodying somebody dsgs bad verse But the
parody is not the point. The point is in the admirable
irony of the whole conception of the dumb or doggere
rhymer who is neverthdess the author of all the other
rhymes; nay, even the author of their authors. Among
all the types and trades, the coarse miller, the hard-fised
reeve, the clerk, the cook, the shipman, the poet is the
only man who knows no poetry. But the irony is wider
and even deeper than that. There is in it some hint of
those huge and abysmal ideas of which the poets are half-
conscious when they write; the primal and demental ideas
connected with the very nature of creation and reality. It
has in it something of the philosophy of a phenomenal
world, and all that was meant by those sages by no means
pessimigts, who have said that we are in a world of sha-
dows. Chaucer has made a world of his own shadows,
and, when heis on a certain plane, finds himsdf equally
shadowy. It hasin it all the mystery of the relation of the
maker with things made. Therefallson it from afar «ven
omedark ray of theirony of God, who was mocked when
He entered His own world, and killed when He came
among His creatures.

That islaughter in thegrand style, pace M atthew Ar n-
old; and Arnold, with all hismerits, did not laugh but only
smiled—not to say smirked. It is the presence of such
things, behind the seeming simplicity of the fourteenth-
century poet, which conditutes what | mean here by the
greatness of Chaucer. He was a man much less common-
place than he appeared; | think than he deiberately
appeared. Hehad so great a faith in common snsethat he
sems to have accepted with a amile the suggestion of the
commonplace. But he was not commonplace, tit was
not superficial. His judgments are sufficient to show that

22
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he was not superficial. Thereis perhaps no better example
of it than hisjourney to Italy and probable friendship with
Petrarch, who was crowned with universal acclamation in
the Eternal City asthe oneand only supreme and universal
pogt of the age; nor indeed was the admiration of the
age undeserved. Petrarch wasa poet, a prophet, a patriot,
amogt everything except what he was called, the greatest
genius alive. It is typical of the neglected sde of Chaucer
that he admired Dante more than Petrarch.

It may be quedtioned, in passing, whether this under-
gsanding is understood. Dante was very different from
Chaucer; but he was not <o utterly different as the sound
of the two names would now generally imply. It must
be remembered that people began to talk patronizingly
of a cheerful or aimog chirpy Chaucer, at the very time
when they talked about a merely Byronic or meodramatic
Dante. Those who s Dante as something to be illus-
trated by Dore might well be content that Chaucer should
beillugrated by Stothard. But there was another Chauicer
who was illustrated by Blake. There was an dement in
Chaucer that wassymbalictotheeye of a sriousmydtic. A
medieval writer actually said that Chaucer'sHouse of Fame
had put Danteinto English. And though thisisan extrava-
gant exaggeration, it is not (as some would think) an ex-
travagant contragt. There is much more of Dante in the
description of Chaucer, as heiswhirled aloft by the golden
eagle of the gods feding that Thought can lift us to the
lag heaven with 'the feathers of philosophy’, than there is
in the ordinary nineteenth-century notion that Dante was
adark and lowering Dago who was really only at home in
Hell., Chaucer caught sght of the eagle; his tale is not
aways 'of a cock'. Yet he is greatest perhaps with the
cock and not the eagle. Helis not a great L atin epic poet;
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he is a great English humorist and humanist; but he is
great. The very cae of the cock in the Nun's Priest's
Tale is concerned with richer and deeper things than a
mere fable about animals. It is not enough to talk, as
some critics do, about Reynard the Fox or the Babrian
origins. Just as they mainly insist that 'Sir Topas' is a
parody, so they are chiefly struck by the fact that the fable
is a fable. Curiously enough, in actud fact, it is either
much more or much less than afable. The interpretation
isfull of that curious rich native humour, which is at once
riotousand secretive. Itisextraordinarily English, especi-
ally in this, that it does not aim at being negt, as wit and
logic are neat. It rather delights in being clumsy; as if
clumsiness were part of the fun. Chaucer is not accepting
aconvention; heisenjoyingacontradiction. Hundreds of
years afterwards, a French poet was struck by the strutting
parody of humanity in the poultry yard, and elaborated the
same medieval jest, giving the cock the same medieva
name. But the Chantecler of Rostand, with its many
beautiful and rational epigrams in the French manner, has
about it a sort of exact coincidence of mimicry, which fits
it to the province of an actor. Rostand is pleased, as a
stage manager, with the aptness of making a man act like
acock. Chaucer is pleased with the absurdity of making
acock act likeaman. These are aesthetic and psychologi-
cal impressions, about which nobody can prove anything;
but I am pretty certain that Chaucer revelled, | might say
wallowed, in the wild disproportion of making his little
farmyard fowl talk like a philosopher and even a scholar.
The chicken in question is hatched from the works of
Aristotleand Virgil; the Song of Roland, or at least the
Carolingian legend; and was also (it isreassuring to know)
very properly instructed in the Gospels. In a speech of
24
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great doquence, thefox iscompared to Ganelon and Judas
Iscariot and to the Greek who betrayed Troy to its down-
fall. Thecock's oration involves a deep dissertation on the
reliability of Dreams, and their relation to the problem of
freewill, fate and the foreknowledge of heaven; all con-
sdered with a sendtive profundity of which any chicken-
run may well be proud. In other words, in one snse the
very snse of all thisisitsnonsense at least itsaptitudeis
its ineptitude. 1t is always difficult to make the fable, or
even the four-footed animal, go on all fours. In this cae
Chaucer does not care if his two-footed animal has a leg
to gand on. It hasto limp aswell as strut; the whole fun
of the fableis in its being lop-sided; and he only partially
disguises his biped in feathers. Then, when the imposture
is quite obvious, he delightsin asserting it again, allowing,
gsit were, hiscock to hide hurriedly behind the one feather
it hasleft. | can imagine nothing more English, or more
amusing, than this exasperating evason. He launches a
denunciation of Woman as the destroyer of Paradise, and
then explains to the ladies, as with a bow and a beaming
smile:
I1f | the counsd of woman wolde blame
Pass over, for | said it in my game .. .

These be the cocke's wordes and not mine,
| can none harm of no woman divine.

There is something intensdly individual in this playing
in and out of the curtain, and putting on and off of the
feathered mask. It is all the more subtle because nobody
who' reads Chaucer as a whole will doubt that, despite
his occasona and probably personal grumblings againgt
ome faithless or scornful woman, he did really have
a regpect for women, which was not merely a bow to
ladies. But if there is something here of subtlety, there
25
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is also something here of soope or scale. Thereisa large-
nessand liberty in thehumorist who gets such huge enjoy-
ment out of the metaphyscal chicken, and expands so
large a world of fancy out of the little opportunity of the
fable. That isthe quality in Chaucer which | would here
emphasize first, because it should be realized before we go
on to the secondary matters of origins and parallds and
interpretations of particular points. The mind of Chau-
cer was capacious, there was room for ideas to play about
in it. He could s the connexion, and till more the dis-
connexion, of different parts of his own scheme or of
any scheme. In the first example of 'Sir Topas, he com-
pletes his own scheme with his own incompleteness. In
the second example we find him taking the tiny opening
of a trivial farmyard fable, to expand it into an amost
cosmic comedy. He ssams to sse himsalf as a small
featherless fowl talking about the riddle of Destiny and
Deity. Both have the same quality, not very easy to des
cribe, the quality by which a very great artist sometimes
allows his art to become semi-transparent, and a light to
shine through the shadow pantomime which makes it con-
fess itsdlf a shadowy thing. So Shakespeare, at the highest
moment of two of his happiest comedies, utters those degp
and not unhappy sayings, that the best in thiskind are but
shadows, and that we are such stuff as dreams are made of,
and our little life is rounded with a deep. | sy that this
deeper note does exist in Chaucer, for those who will start
with sufficient sympathy to listen for it, and not be content
with some crabbed inquisition into whether he stole some-
thing from Petrarch or wrote something to please John of
Gaunt. For one thing is quite certain; nobody who takes
Chaucer quite so literally, | might say quite so serioudy,
will ever understand him/ Thereisa sort of penumbra of
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playfulness round everything he ever said or sang; a halo
of humour. M uch of hiswork ismarked by what can only
be called a quiet exaggeration, even a quiet extravagance.
It is said, in the description of him, that there was some-
thing dvish about hisface; and ther e was something evish
about his mind. He did not object to playing a kind of
ddlicate practical joke on thereader, or on the plan pf the
book; and all this may be summed up here, for conveni-
ence, under the example | have given. He did not mind
making his fable something more than fabulous. He en-
joyed giving atouch or two to the gory of a cock and hen;
that made it look like the story of a cock and bull.

We shall sse more of this double outlook when we come
to the conjectures about his private life, and especially
about his personal religion. For the moment the matter
to be esablished is a matter of scale or size; the fact that
we are not here dealing with a mind to be merely patron-
ized for its smplicity, but with a mind that has already
baffled many commentators with its complexity. In one
snse heistaken too serioudy and in the other ssnse not
srioudy enough. But in both snses almost as many men
have logt themsdves in Chaucer's mind as have lost them-
sves in Shakegpeares. But in the latter case they are
like children wondering what their father means; in the
former, like beaming undes, wondering what the child
means,

I mean that in the popular attitude towards Chaucer,
and to some extent even in the more cultured criticism
of him, thereis a curious and rather comic suggestion of
‘drawing him out'. | have said dsewhere that to many
modern Englishmen a fourteenth-century Englishman
would be like a foreigner. These modern Englishmen do
really treat Geoffrey Chaucer asaforeigner. Some of them



The Grestness of Chaucer

treat him very much as M r . Podsnap treated the foreign
gentleman. It will be remembered that that worthy mer-
chant not only talked to the alien as if he must necessarily
be dightly deaf, but as if he was in every other way defec-
tive, and had to have things put very plainly to him in
words of one syllable. Yet M r. Podsnap was really en-
couraging the foreign gentleman; he was drawing him
out. Only there was a general fedling of pleased surprise
that there was anything there to be drawn out. Chaucer
is treated as a child, just as the foreign gentleman was
treated as a child; but | am sure that Chaucer was quite
aufficiently subtle to be as much amused at it as the foreign
gentleman. Hence it will be generally found, even now,
that anything like a problem or puzzle in Chaucer is ap-
proached quite differently from a problem or puzzle in
Shakespeare. When somebody finds one of the Sonnets as
dark as the Dark Lady, he admits that it isjust possble
that Shakespeares mind may have been dightly superior
to his own. But he has made up his mind that Chaucer's
mind must have been more smple than his own, merely
because Chaucer lived at the most complicated and en-
tangled transitional time in European history, and drew
on the traditions of about four European literatures in-
stead of one. We shall get no further till we allow for this
central and civilized character in the medieval poet; for
the fact that he knew his philosophy; that he thought
about his theology; and for the still more surprising fact
that he saw the joke of the jokes he made, and made a
good many morejokes than his critics have ever seen.
There is indeed one character, which Chaucer shares
with all the great ancient poets, which may in some quar-
ters weaken his postion as a great modern poet. There
are many moderns who say that a man is not a thinker,
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when they mean he is not a freethinker. Or they say he
is not a freethinker, when they mean that his thinking is
not tied tight and fast to some special system of material-
ism. But the point | mean is much deeper than these mere
quarrels about secularism and sectarianism. The greatest
poets of the world have a certain serenity, because they
have not bothered to invent a small philosophy, but have
rather inherited a large philosophy. It is, nine times out
of ten, a philosophy which very great men share with very
ordinary men. It is therefore not a theory which attracts
attention as a theory. In these days, when Mr. Bernard
Shaw is becoming gradually, amid general applause, the
Grand Old Man of English letters, it is perhaps ungra-
cious to record that he did once say there was nobody, with
the possible exception of Homer, whose intellect he des-
pised so much as Shakespeare's. He has since said almost
enough sensible things to outweigh even anything so silly
as that. But | quote it because it exactly embodies the
nineteenth-century notion of which | spesk. Mr. Shaw
had probably never read Homer; and there were pas-
sages in his Shakespearean criticism that might well raise
a doubt about whether he ever read Shakespeare. But the
point was that he could not, in all sincerity, sse what the
world saw in Homer and Shakespeare, because what the
world saw was not what G. B. S. was then looking for.
He was looking for that ghastly thing which Noncon-
formists call a Message, and continue to call a Message,
even when they have become atheists and do not know
who the Message is from. He was looking for a system;
one of the very little systems that do very truly have their
day. The system of Kant; the system of Hegel; the sys-
tem of Schopenhauer and Nietzsche and Marx and all the
rest. In each of these examples a man sprang up and pre-
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tended to have a thought that nobody had ever had. But
the great poet only professss to express the thought that
everybody has always had. The greatness of Homer does
not consg in proving, by the death of Hector, that the
Will to Liveis a dduson and a snare; because it is not
a ddusion and a snare. It doesnot consgt in proving, by
the victory of Achilles, that the Will to Power must ex-
pressitsdf in a Superman; for Achillesisnot a Super man,
but, on the contrary, ahero. Thegreatness of Homer con-
dds in the fact that he could make men fed, what they
were aready quite ready to think, that life is a srange
mystery in which a hero may err and ancther hero may
fail. The poet makes men realize how great are the great
emations which they, in a smaller way, have already ex-
perienced. Every man who has tried to kegp any good
thing going, though it were alittle club or paper or palit-
ical protest, sounds the depths of his own soul when he
hears that rolling line, which can only be rendered so
feebly: Tor trulyin my heart and soul | know that Troy
will fall.* Every man who looksback on old days, for him-
sdf and others, and realizes the changes that vex some-
thing within us that is unchangeable, realizes better the
immensty of his own meaning in the mere sound of the
Greek words, which only mean, Tor, aswe have heard,
you too, old man, were at one time happy." These words
arein poetry, and therefore they have never been trans-
lated. But there are perhaps some people to whom even
the words of Shakegpeare need to be trandated. Anyhow,
what a man learns from Romeo and Juliet is not a new
theory of Sex; it is the mystery of something much more
than what senqualigs call Sex, and what cads call Sex
Appeal. What helearnsfrom Romeo and Julietis not to
call firg love 'calf-love’; not to call even flegting love a
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flirtation; but to understand that these things, which a
million vulgarians have vulgarized, are not vulgar. The
great poet exids to show the small man how great he is.
A man does not learn from Hamlet a new method of Psy-
choanalysis, or the proper treatment of lunatics. What he
learnsis not to despise the soul as small; even when rather
feminine critics say that the will is weak. As if the will
were ever grong enough for the tasks that confront it
in this world 1 The great poet is alone strong enough
to measure that broken strength we call the weskness of
man.

It has only been for a short time, arecent and disturbed
time of transition, that each writer has been expected to
write a new theory of all things, or draw a new wild map
of theworld. The old writers were content to write of the
old world, but towrite of it with an imaginative freshness
which made it in each case look like a new world. Before
the time of Shakespeare, men had grown used to the Pto-
lemaic asronomy, and snce the time of Shakespeare men
have grown usad to the Copernican astronomy. But poes
have never grown used to sars, and it is their busness to
prevent anybody dse ever growing used to them. And
any man who reads for thefirg time the words, 'Night's
candlesareburnt out,' catcheshisbreath and almost curses
himsdlf for having neglected to look rightly, or sufficiently
frequently, at the grand and mysterious revolutions of
night and day. Theories soon grow stale; but things con-
tinue to be fresh. And, according to the ancient concep-
tion of his function, the poet was concerned with things;
with the tears of things, asin the great lament of Vir gil;
with the delight in the number of things, asin the light-
hearted rhyme of Sevenson; with thanksfor things, asin
the Franciscan Canticle of the Sun or the Benedl Cite Omnia
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Opera. That behind these things there are certain great
truths is true; and those so unhappy as not to believe in
these truths may of course call them theories. But the old
poets did not consider that they had to compete and bid
against each other in the production of counter-theories.
The coming of the Christian, cosmic conception made a
vadt difference; the Christian poet had a more vivid hope
than the Pagan poet. Even when he was sometimes
more stern, he was always less sad. But, allowing for that
more than human change, the poets taught in a continuous
tradition, and were not in the least ashamed of being tra-
ditional. Each taught in an individual way; 'with a per-
petual slight novelty,' as Aristotle said; but they were not
a series of separate lunatics looking at separate worlds.
One poet did not provide a pair of spectacles by which it
appeared that the grass was blue; or another poet lecture
on optics to teach people to say that the grass was orange;
they both had the far harder and more heroic task of teach-
ing people to feel that the grass is green. And because
they continue their heroic task, the world, after every
epoch of doubt and despair, dways grows green again.
Now Chaucer isaparticularly essy mark for the morbid
intellectual or the mereinnovator. Heisvery easily pelted
by the pedants, who demand that every eternal poet should
be an ephemeral philosopher. For there is no nonsense
about Chaucer; there is no deception, as the conjurers say.
There is no pretence of being a prophet instead of a poet.
There is no shadow of shame in being a traditionalist or,
as some would say, aplagiarist. One of the most attractive
elements in the curiously attractive personality of Chaucer
is exactly that; that he is not only negatively without pre-
tentiousness, but he is positively full of warm acknow-
ledgement and admiration of his models. He is as awaken-
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ing asa cool wind on a hot day, because he breathes forth
something that has fallen into great neglect in our time,
something that very sddom girs the suffy atmosphere
of sdf-satidfaction or sdf-worship. And that is gratitude,
or the theory of thanks. He was a great poe of grati-
tude; he was grateful to God; but he was as grateful
to Gower. He was grateful to the everlaging Romance
of the Rose; he was still more grateful to Ovid and grate-
ful to Virgil and grateful to Petrarch and Boccaccio. He
is always eager to show usover hislittlelibrary and to tell
us where all his tales come from. He is prouder of having
read the books than of having written the poems. This
easy and natural traditionalism had become a little more
congrained and doubtful even by the time of the Renais-
sance Thereis no question of Shakespeare concealing or
disguising his borrowed plots; but we do fed that he dealt
with them as mere dead material, of no interest until he
made it interesting. He did in a snse degtroy the orig-
inals by making the infinitely more mighty and magni-
ficent parodies Even great originals snk under him; he
comes to bury Plutarch not to praise him. But Chaucer
would want to praise him; he always confeses a literary
pleasure which may well conceal his literary power. He
samsthelessoriginal, because heis concerned to praise
and not merely to parody. Thereisnothing helikesbetter
than telling the reader to read books that are not his own
books, as when the Nun's Priest expansvey refers the
company to the numerous works dealing with the subject
of Woman, which excuse him from justifying the senti-
ments of a cock or further analysng the defects of a hen.
Perhaps, by theway, thereisa Chaucerian joke, of the sort
that is called dy, in making the Confessor of the Nuns (of
all men) say that he, for hispart, knowsno harm about any
c 33 c
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woman. It is the same in any number of passages, as in
that admirably cheerful passage that begins:

A thousand times have | heard men tell
That thereisjoy in heaven and pain in hell,
And | accord right well that it is so.

And yet indeed full well myself I know
That there is not a man in this countrie
That either hasin heaven or hell y'be,

and which goes on to explain that these things rest on
Authority; and that we must depend on Authority for
many things, especidly the things of which we can only
read in books. It istypical of the obtusity of some parti-
sans that this passage has been quoted as evidence of scep-
ticism, whenitisin perfectly plain wordsajustification of
faith. But the point is that Chaucer talks in that cheerful
voice, or writes in that almost jaunty style, because he is
not in the least ashamed of depending on 'dlde* bookeV,
but exceedingly proud of it, and, above all, exceedingly
pleased to testify to his own pleasure. This is a temper
which will aways seem 'unoriginal’ to the sensational sec-
tarian; or the quack with a new nostrum; or the mono-
maniac with one idea. Yet, as a fact of literary history,
Chaucer was one of the most original men who ever lived.
There had never been anything like the lively realism of
the ride to Canterbury done or dreamed of in our litera-
ture before. He is not only the father of all our poets, but
the grandfather of all our hundred million novelists. Itis
rather a responsibility for him. But anyhow, nothing can
be more original than an origin.;

When we have this actual originality, and then added
to it this graceful tone of gratitude and even humility, we
have the presence of something which | will ventureto call
great. Thereis in the medieva poet something that can
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only be conveyed by the medieval word Largesse; that he
is too hearty and expansive to conceal the connexion be-
tween himself and his masters or models. He would not
stoop to ignore a book in order to borrow fromit; and it
does not occur to him to be adways trying to secure the
copyright of acopy. Thisisthe sort of cool and contented
character that looks much less original than it is. A man
must have a baance of rather extraordinary talents, and
even rather extraordinary virtues, in order to seem .0 ordi-
nary. Asthey say of St. Peter'sat Rome, it is so well pro-
portioned that it looks almost small. To the eyes of sensa
tional innovators, with their skyscraper religionstoppling
and tumbling, and conspicuous by their crazy dispropor-
tion, it does look very small. Butitisin fact very large;
and there is nothing larger in its way than the spirit of
Chaucer, with its confession of pleasure and its uncon-
sciousness of power.

May | be pardoned if | insert a sort of personal paren-
thesis here? All this does not mean, what | should be the
last man in the world to mean, that revolutionists should
be ashamed of being revolutionists or (still more disgust-
ing thought) that artists should be content with being
artists. | have been mixed up more or less all my lifein
such mild revolutions as my country could provide; and
have been rather more extreme, for instance, in my criti-
cism of Capitalism than many who are accused of Com-
munism. That, | think, isbeing agood citizen; but itis
not being a great poet; and | should never set up to be a
great poet on any ground, but least of all on that ground.
A great poet, as such, deds with eterna things; and it
would indeed be afilthy notion'to suppose that the present
industrial and economic system is an eternal thing. Nor,
on the other hand, should theidea of the poet dealing with
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things more permanent than poalitics be confounded with
the dirty talk of the 'nineties, about the poet being in-
different tomorals. Moralsareeternal things, though the
particular palitical immorality of the moment is not eter-
nal. Hereagain | can modestly claim to have cleared my-
sdf long ago of the horrid charge of being a True Artist.
| have been mixed up in palitics, but never in aesthetics,
and | was an enthusiast for the Wearing of the Green, but
never for the Wearing of the Green Carnation. In those
days | even had something like a prgudice againg pure
Beauty; there seemed to be very much the wrong sort of
betrothal between Beauty and the Beast. But, for all that,
it is true that the true poet is ultimately dedicated to
Beauty, in a world where it is deansad of beagtliness and
it is not either a new scheme or theory on the one hand,
nor a narrow tage or technique on the other. It is con-
cerned with ideas; but with ideas that are never new in the
snse of neat, as they are never old in the snse of ex-
hausted. They lie a little too degp to find perfect expres
son in any age; and great poets can give great hints of
them in any. | would say no more of Chaucer than that
the hints that he gave were great.

Thereis at the back of all our lives an abyss of light,
more blinding and unfathomable than any abyss of dark-
ness and it isthe abyss of actuality, of exisence, of the
fact that things truly are, and that we oursdves are in-
credibly and sometimes almost increduloudy real. It is
the fundamental fact of being, as againg not being; it is
unthinkable, yet we cannot unthink it, though we may
sometimes be unthinking about it; unthinking and especi-
ally unthanking. For he who has realized this reality
knows that it does outweigh, literally to infinity, all lesser
regrets or arguments for negation, and that under all our
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grumblings there is a subconscious substance of gratitude.
That light of the positive is the busness of the poes be-
cause they see all things in the light of it more than do
other men. Chaucer was a child of light and not merely
of twilight, the mere red twilight of one passng dawn of
revolution, or the grey twilight of one dying day of sodial
decline. He was the immediate heir of something like
what Catholics call the Primitive Revelation; that glimpse
that was given of the world when God saw that it was
good; and so long as the artist gives us glimpses of that,
it matters nothing that they are fragmentary or even
trivial; whether it be in the mere fact that a medieval
Court poet could appreciate a daisy, or that he could write,
in a sort of flash of blinding moonshine, of the lover who
'dept no more than does the nightingale. These things
belong to the same world of wonder asthe primary wonder
at the very exigence of the world; higher than any com-
mon pros and ocons, or likes and didikes, however legiti-
mate. Creation was the greatest of all Revolutions. It was
for that, as the ancient poet said, that the morning stars
sang together; and the most modern poets, like the medie-
val poets, may descend very far from that height of realiza-
tion and dray and stumble and ssem distraught; but we
shall know them for the Sons of God, when they are il
shouting for joy. This is something much more mystical
and absolute than any modern thing that is called opti-
mism ; for it isonly rarely that we realize, like a vison of
the heavens filled with a chorus of giants, the primeval
duty of Praise
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Chapter 11
The Age of Chaucer

ne of the most necessary and most neglected

points, about the story called history, is the fact

that the storyis not finished. Generally speaking,
we do not realize a problem of the past till we realize it as
« problem of the present, and even of the future. Thisis
what was really the matter with the 'liberal’ historians of
the nineteenth century. No men talked more about the
future, as something different from the past. No men
thought less about the future, as something different from
the present. The Victorians are somewhat excessively de-
rided to-day, because their notion of a novel was a story
that ended well. Thereal vice of the Victorians was that
they regarded history as a story that ended well—because
it ended with the Victorians. They turned all human
recordsinto one three-volume novel; and were quite sure
that they themselves were the third volume. History had
come to an end; if not to a cessation, at least to a con-
summation. Therefore their doubts about the past were
easily resolved, because they were not really troubled by
doubts about the future. Whatever had obviously led to
their own Constitutionalism or Commer cialism was good.
They did not really ask to what their Constitutionalism
and Commercialism would lead. W e, on the other hand,
know where they have already led. They have led us to
where we are at present; and where that is, the Lord
only knows.
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Thereare four facts about Chaucer, which are the four
corners of the world he lived in; the four conditions of
Chrigendom at the end of the fourteenth century. In
themsdves they can be stated very simply. Chaucer was
English; at a timewhen the full national identity was till
near its beginning. Chaucer was Catholic; at a time when
the full Catholic unity of Europe was near the beginning
of itsend. Chaucer was chivalric, in the s that he be-
longed, if only by adoption, to the world of chivalry and
armorial blazonry, broadly French, when that world was
in its gorgeous autumn, glorious with decay. Finally,
Chaucer wasnonethelessbourgeois, asour dear comrades
sy, in the snse that he himself was born and bred of
burgessss, of tradesmen working under the old Guild sys
tem, aso aready rather too grand for its own good, but
fresher and sronger than the fading feujda sysem. His
figure bedrides the gap between these two lagt sysems
It is as if he had the Trade Guild for a mother and the
Order of Knighthood for afathers

Now we cannot under stand any of these things by dis-
missng them as dead things, as the nineteenth century
did, and never thinking of their application to our own
present or future. We cannat, like the Victorians, talk
about them as if they were gone hatchets or wattle houses;
things obvioudy left behind in the past. They are no
longer only in the pag but dso in the future; if not as
possibilities at least as comparisons. Take the firg two to-
gether; for they were parts of one problem. If we think
(and rightly) that Rome did not adequately realize the
growth of national life in the north, we mug still follow
theidea further; at least asfar asthetimewhen patriotism
turned into Prussianism. Quite apart from religion, we
must realizethat therewasa cass, and may again bea case,
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for Europe having a centre. And we mug anticipate, in
the future, many pathetic attempts of Europe to be cen-
tralized without a centre. It is the ssmewith thetwolast
as with the two first of the four conditions. Wc may
reasonably or even rightly think that sodety was fettered
by feudal heraldry; but we must understand exactly what
we log by losing it. Similarly, we may think that trade
was fettered by Guilds; but our own tradeisnot so happy
just now that we can forget the Guild, without under-
standing exactly what we lost by losng it. Touching all
these things, we must try toimagine, not so much merely
what is to be said for them, as what is to be said against
the absence of them.

| have therefore decided, after some doubt and re-
flexion, to dwell a little further on each of these four con-
ditions; to dwell at what some may think disproportionate
length on the real reason for their presence in those days
and the real problem of their absnce in these days. All
are subject to one formula. We have not sen the last of
any of them, but if they are really log in the future, it
may yet turn out to be through losing the forms they had
in the past. | will preface these four brief sketches by two
generalizations. The great medieval civilization had al-
ready been wounded, perhaps mortally wounded, by two
(great griefs; the first material and the other moral. The
first was the Black Death, which turned Christendom
into a house of mourning, and had dreadful results of
every kind; the worst being that priets became so few,
and bad priets had so easly become priess that the
whole great Chrigtian philosophy and morality w»$
brought into contempt. The second fatality, | think, was
the failure of the Crusades, which remained as a sort of
hopdess taunt or challenge never accepted. Half the menr
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of Chaucer's time were haunted by a Crusade that never
happened. His friend Froissart tells how Bruce sent his
heart toPalestine, whither he had failed to go; his patron
Henry of Bolingbroke consoled himself by dying in the
Jerusalem Chamber after his failure to go to Jerusalem.
As will be sen in a moment, in more waysthan one, the
Crusade was a sort of dark background of judgment to all
the bright and brittle triumphs and scandalsof that day.

First, the gpecial spirit of Chaucer as an Englishman
| have dealt with at length in the chapter under that name.
It is only necessry to note here one fact that was really
peculiar to England, which, unlike the Church and the
Chivalric Orders and the Guilds, was not common to all
Europe. This was the particular break in the history of
the Plantagenets. By this time England had ceasd to be
a King and his people, and had become a group of gentle-
men and their servants It is but a bitter consolation
to cal them the bet gentlemen and the bet -
vants. Everywhere dse, whatever was log by the Pope
was gained by the King. Sometimes it happened even
though the King were a Catholic King. The French
King had already made a monopoly of the Papacy; the
Spanish King was later to attempt to make a sort of mon-
opoly of the Church; and even the English King did, for a
brief and brazen hour of triumph, become Head of the
Church. But whatever happened to the English King,
this was not what happened to the English nation. There
another and special force was already at work, which was
degtined to make the triumph of the King as brief as it
WasS brazen. That fact was the evolution of the Aristo-
cratic State, which begins far back in Chaucer'stimeand
tiefore; chiefly by an alliance, between the Barons and the
great merchants of the City of London. It thus touches
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the life of Chaucer at two points, since his people were
London traders and his patrons were, at least partly, of
the baronial party. Itwasaso mixed upwith the problem
of the pessants, or those who regarded themselves as
peasant proprietors, while the lawyers still regarded them
as safs. They therefore rose in the famous Peasant Rising
and killed the lawyers, a comprehensibleand (rel atively)
even commendable course; though they also showed some
disposition to hang anybody who could read or write;
which is perhaps carrying the distrust of professionalism
too far. But with all this Chaucer had less to do, being a
Londoner and, on his more popular side, a son of the
Guilds and not the peasantry. Nevertheless, it was at the
Court, where he counted for a good deal, that the whole
quarrel of kings, barons, merchants and peasants came
to a crisis and a crash.

The life and death of Richard the Second constitute a
tragedy which was perhaps the tragedy of English his-
tory, and was certainly the tragedy of English monarchy.
It is seldom seen with any clearness, because of two
prejudices that prevent men letting in on it the disin-
terested daylight of their minds. The first is the fact that,
though it happened more than five hundred years ago, it
is still dimly felt to be a Party Question. Shakespeare, in
the time of the Tudors, saw it as an opportunity for
exalting a sort of Divine Right; later writers, in the time
of the Georges, have seen in it an opportunity for depre-
ciating Divine Right. What is much more curiousis the
fact that neither ever noticed that the unfortunate Richard
did not by any means merely stand for Divine Right; that
in his earliest days he stood for what we are accustomed
to consider much later rights, and for some which were,
at least relatively speaking, the rights of democracy. The
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origin of this oblivion isin the second of the two modern
prgudices. It is the extraordinary pregudice, sometimes
identified with progress, to the effect that the world has
always been growing more and more liberal, and that
therefore there could be no popular ideals present in
earlier times and forgotten in later times. The cae of
Richard the Second might have been specially staged in
order to dedroy this deluson. He was very far from
being a faultless sovereign; he did various things which
permit modern Parliamentarians to represent him as a
despatic sovereign; but he was, by comparison with many
contemporaries and most successors a democr atic sove-
reign. He did definitely attempt to help the democratic
movement of his day, and he was definitely restrained
from doing 0. Shakespeare is full of sympathy for him,
but Shakespeare was not full of sympathy for what most
modern people would find sympathetic. He does not
even mention the fact that the prince, whom he repre-
snts as bewailing the insult to his crown, and appealing
to the sacred immunity of his chrism, had in his youth
faced arabble of roaring insurgent serfs had declared that
he himself would be their leader, the true demagogue of
their new democracy, had promised to grant their de-
mands, had disputed desperately with his nobles to get
those demands granted, and had finally been overruled
and forced to abandon the popular cause by that very
baronial insolence which soon forced him to abandon the
throne. If we ask why the greatest of dramatists was blind
to the mogt dramatic of historic scenes the young king
claiming the leadership of the oppressad people, the ex-
planation is perfectly smple. The explanation is that the
wholetheory, that 'the thoughts of men are widen'd with
the process of the suns, is all ignorant rubbish.
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H ow could the sunswiden anybody'sthoughts? The ex-
planation is that the men of Shakespear€'s time under stood
fartess ofthe democratic ideal than the men of Chaucer's
time. The Tudors were occupied in their own time, as
Shakespeare is occupied in his great play, with the six-
teenth-century mystical worship of The Prince. There
was much more chance in the fourteenth century of
having a mystical feeling about The People. Shakegpear€'s
Richard is religious, to the extenToTalways calling him-
sef The Lord's Anointed. Thereal Richard would also,
very probably, have referred to the people as God's
Flock. Ideaswere mixed and misused in both periods, as
in all periods; but in the time of Chaucer and Langland
there was much more vague and general moral presure
upon the mind of the presence of problems of mere wealth
and poverty, of thegatusof apeasant or thestandardsof a
Chrigtian, than there was in the time of Shakespeare and
Spenser; of the splendour of Gloriana and the Imperial
Votaress in the West. Therefore Shakespeare, great and
human as hewas ssesin Richard only the insulted king;
and s=ms to think almog as little about the subjects of
Richard as about the subjects of Lear.

But Richard had thought about the subjects of Richard.
Hehad, in hisearly daysand in his own way, tried to be a
popular king in the ssnse of a popular leader. And though
the popular ideas failed, and in some cases were bound to
fail, they would have been much more present to the mind
of agreat writer of that time, than they weretothemind of
one of the Queen's Servants under the lagt of the Tudors.
In other words, even when there really is progress as
there certainly is growth, the progressis not a progressin
everything, perfectly smple and universal and all of a
piece. Civilizations go forward in some things, while they
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go backward in others. M en had better looms and s$eam
hammersin 1850 than in 1750, but not handsomer hats
and breeches or more dignified manners and oratory.
And in the same way a man in the podtion of Shakespeare
had more subtle and many-coloured arts, but not more
smpleand popular sympathies, than a man in the postion
of Langland. The Renaissance exalted the Poet, but
even more it exalted the Prince; it was not primarily
thinking about the Peasant. Thereforethe greatest of all
the great sons of the Renaissance, rolling out thousands of
thunderous and intoxicant lines upon the single subject
of the reign of King Richard the Second, does not
trouble himself about The Peasants War .

The real gories of this world are not melodramas or
fableswith amoral, and we sddom ssesimpleretribution
for asmplecrimeor even smplemartyrdom for asmple
idea. Nobody maintains that Richard was dethroned on
the direct issue of the frustrated popular sympathies of
his youth; he was dethroned for the somewhat smpler
reason that he had an unscrupulous rdative who wanted
histhrone. Nor need anyone maintain that there were no
other excusss for the dethronement; though almogt cer-
tainly there was no other motive. But the fact remains
that there did disappear, with the lagt true Plantagenet,
the lagt true attempt of the monarch to take the dde of
the mob againg the governing dass, and it is certain that
snce that day, and for centuries increasingly, the maob in
England has been impotent and the governing dass has
governed. A profound ingtinct told our modern higorians
that with the quarre of Richard and Bolingbroke the true
Party Sysem had begun. They might be more or lessin-
different to Y ork and Lancaster, and admit that the tangle
and thicket of the Wars of the Roses mostly conssted of
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thorns. But the long quarrel of English history was not
between the Lancastrians and the Y orkists, but between
the Lords and the King. Long before we were born the
Lords had completely conquered; and the historian could
a least see that the first blow was struck at Pomfret,
three hundred years before the last blow was struck at
Whitehall.

Hereisthefirst typical instance; showing that medieval
history is usdess unless it is modern history. The prob-
lem has remained; anyhow it has returned. The generd
view of government by a gentry, even in its best sensg,
must be affected by the present problem of whether it
ought to continue; whether it can continue; whether a
thing so undefined and atmospheric can be restored. It is
not at all impossible that the age following Maurras and
Mussolini may want Monarchy restored. It is one thing
to tolerate the rich because they are gentlemen; and an-
other to tolerate the bounders because they are rich. The
latest phase of the thing may be seen in what is called the
Public School tradition; the final outcome of the fact that
medieval schools dedicated to poverty or pure learning
were turned, after the Reformation, into the fenced train-
ing-camps of a governing class. The paradox of such a
system, at this moment, is that it might really be easier to
revive it as a medieval Public School than as a modern
Public School. Anyhow, anybody can see that such
asociations are at the very instant of transition. The
finest of Public School songs unconsciously confesses that
even gazing at the past involves gazing at the future; and
few will claim to know what will happen to that tradition,
twenty or thirty or forty years on.

Next, as to the religious position: put thesefour facts
together. Chaucer was a perfectly orthodox Catholic, and
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the English had hitherto been little interested in the old
medieval heresies. But to them the Pope had begun to
sem faintly foreign; not on the theory that he was an
Italian priest in Rome, but, on the contrary, on thetheory
that he was a French priest at Avignon. The French
King had carried the Papacy there; challenging the Schiam
and almog dragging it into the French Wars. The Pa-
pacy sood, of course for the international ideal; but it
good for two other things, good or bad. First, for the
Friars and such international movements which depended
only on the Papacy. Second, for more dubious 'drives* of
the Charity Bazaar sort; not aways producing (or receiv-
ing) perfect charity. Lastly, there was a general discontent
with the practical Christianity of thetime; producing J*d-
lards, themod practical (and Jtber efor cthe mog; g:upld) of
heretics But mot men were Reformers without being
Lollards.

Most wanted what was called 'a reform of the Head)
and Members. Unfortunately too many, even at the
later reforming coundls of Bade and Constance con-
fined themsdves rather to reforming the Head; be
cause of the gpedal horror of the two-headed monger of
the Schigm. It is by no means certain, however, that the
Head was worse than the Members.

It is the paradox of history that the Pope was really
more important after the Reformation than beforeit. He
was always important to Cathalics of course as the
tribunal of truth in disputed matters; but as a palitical
and sodal figure, he really bulks bigger in the modern
world than he did in the medieval world; at leagt in the
later medieval world. The reason for this is really very
reaonable His personal postion had been diminished
by divison and rivalry. But his doctrinal postion was
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rather more clearly defined after it had been defied. In
the scandal of the Schism there had been two or even
three Popes, whom various nations accepted. But in the
supreme struggle of the Reformation there was only one
Pope; even if he was one whom nations renounced. The
proceedings of the Protestant nations who renounced him
made it quite clear, for the first time, why the earlier
nations had accepted him. Whoever wes right or wrong
in the quarrel, it became perfectly clear that those who
quarrelled with the Pope began to quarrel with the Creed.
There had been no hint of that sort of thing in the rather
squalid squabble of the rival Popes of the Middle Ages.
The Popes might make each other look foolish, or de-
nounce each other as fools; but they did not denounce the
Faith as folly. Nobody who attacked the Pope attacked
the Papacy. Still less did anybody attack the Papacy in
the sense of attacking the Church. Thousands of Chris-
tians were shocked and pained at the mere fact that a
fase Pope could put himself up against a real Pope. But
they would not have been shocked, but startled out of
their wits, if one of the Popes had stood up and said there
was no such thing as Purgatory. They would not have
felt pain, they would have felt mortal terror at a world
gone mad, if a Pope had told another Pope to leave off
talking nonsense about prayers for the dead or praise of
the Blessed Virgin. When the nations that had broken
away from the Papacy did begin to say things like this,
an entirely new sort of importance began to attach to the
Papacy from which they had broken away. Even the
people who said these things could see that fact. They
could s that the Pope Weas now the power who held a
whole moral and metaphysical system together; as they
themselves had proved, by parting with him in order to
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found a new moral and metaphysical sygem. But in the
later Middle Ages, before the break had come in actual
ecdesagica government, the whole stuation was much
more vague and dim. People knew that the Pope was a
part of the sysem; but the sysem was s0 solid and
universal that they hardly thought that anything was
needed to be the protector of the sygem. We mug not
look therefore to men in the age of Chaucer for any of
that sharp partisanship, any more than that sharp an-
tagonism, which afterwar ds cameto dash over theposition
of the Roman Pontiff. A man like Chaucer would mogt
certainly have been a furious Papig, if he had thought
that the alternative was to be a Puritan. But'helived in a
world which had not yet even seen areal Puritan. In that
world, in that snse and in that sne alone, we may sy
that such a man felt himsdlf rather as a Catholic than asa
Papist. He had no notion of what results would follow a
real split in Chrisgendom; for dnce the beginnings of
auch a slit had been sopped by &. Dominic, in the
Albigengan affair, there had never been anything to sug-
gest uch a catagrophe to such a Catholic layman. But
the Catholic layman, especially the good Catholic layman,
was very far from happy. He knew that things were
going wrong; he knew that the Church ought to put
them right; but he did not look at the Pope to put them
right precisdy as a Catholic would look to-day: and that
all the less, in Chaucer's cass because the Popewas a
* prisoner of the French King—as Chaucer had been; the
prisoner of an enemy.

Meanwhile, however, the Pope had long appeared
to Europe in another agpect that had nothing to do
with his theological authority, but which was destined
more than any other accident to precipitate the disagter.
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He wanted to collect money for various objects;, many of
them normal, some of them rather of the Renaissance
type of ambition; like that which was destined later on to
bring about the break in Germany: the building of St.
Peter's. The trouble was not so much what he was doing
as the way in which the thing was done. The shortest
way of describing it is to say, in modern language, that
the Papacy condescended to employ up-to-date methods
of Advertisement. It put its trust in people who pro-
fessed to be a sort of Publicity Experts. In the réligious
atmosphere of the time, it took the form of going about
delivering ranting srmons about the Indulgences at-
tached to works of piety and charity; and then send-
ing round the hat in the usual rather vulgar fashion. But
the trouble with these men, as with many Publicity Ex-
perts, was that there was nothing pious or charitable
about them. They were only expert—and vulgar. It con-
stantly happens, even now, when good people are o slly
as to trust merely capable people. These hustling adver-
tising agents dragged religion in the mire; but they got
the money. But the root of the whole evil was there. It
was that they had not been chosen as priests or preachers,
not even as fanatical priests or preachers, but aswhat the
Americans would call live wires and go-getters. These in
turn doubtless produced a rabble of imitators of yet more
ragged reputation, touts and cheapjacks entirely irre-
sponsible, but familiarizing everybody with the idea of
making the Faith a sunt or (worse dill) a busnes
proposition. The contempt that normal Catholics felt for
all thisiswritten in red-hot letters in Chaucer's account
of the Pardoner.

When Chaucer says in hisvivid way, that the Pardoner
had pardon 'brought from Rome all hot', he means what
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moderns call Hustle. But during part of thisperiod, there
was ancther problem. Rome was not always Stuated in
Rome. The Pope of Avignon was rather unfairly re-
garded as a Frenchman because he was a prisoner of the
French. Often, of course, he was a Frenchman—for the
same reason. Chaucer's great contemporary Petrarch felt
the scandal, though not from the English sandpoint, like
Chaucer. Petrarch also had his quarre with the 'French*
Popes. He was perhaps mogt famous, after his love for
Laura, for hislamentations over Babylon; which was his
polite name for the city of Avignon, the French exile of
the Roman Pontiffs. Critics are beginning to be rather
more 'reasonable in discriminating, if not discrediting,
the rdigious denunciations of particular partisans in the
Middle Ages. We should allow for thefact that Petrarch
was a little partial to Laura; and we may well allow that
hewas not entirely impartial about Avignon. The time
has gone by when any poet denouncing any Pope was
assumed to have the gift of Infallibility. Something may
be discounted in the invectives of Dante; more in thein-
vectives of Petrarch; and something (which concerns us
more dosdy here) in the invectives of Chaucer, not in-
deed againg any Pope or Anti-Pope, but againg certain
religious groups or parties which werereally, though only
relatively, connected with the Papacy.

It is a commonplace that Chaucer makes fun of the
Friar. Chaucer makes fun of so many people, that |
always doubted whether we could lean 0 heavily as the
learned do on the political or partisan sgnificance of his
satire. Still it may well be that, like Langland, he was of
the party opposed to the Friars, probably because his
aympathies were with the ordinary village priests. What
is not s0 fully undergtood is that this question also was
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indirectly connected with the undercurrent of quarre
about the Popes. Men criticized the Roman officialian
in many matters in which it was really wrong. But it is
typical of its hisory that it was even then criticized,
more sverdy, for an attitude in which it was right.
It is impracticable to disuss fully here the merits of
the quarre about the Friars. There is a merely tradi-
tional anecdote that Chaucer, in early youth, was fined for
fighting with a friar and knocking him about in Fleet
Street. There is no higorical proof of it; but, if it were
true, it would be possble that his averson to the friar in
the gory was as personal and accidental as his averson to
the friar in the greet. Shakepeare is admitted to have
been very fond of friars, even by those who regard him
as an emancipated Englishman of the Elizabethan settle-
ment. Chaucer is recognized as having uttered very
violent and outspoken criticism of friars, even by those
who regard him as the dave of a superdtition that slences
every criticism. It is perfectly possble that there were
merely personal affections or aversons in both cases and
it isas likely that Chaucer was wrong as that Shakepeare
was right. But many of the learned have thrown them-
svesinto the quarre with all the fury of Chaucer attack-
ing the friar in Fleet Street; and have done their bes to
reproduce the edifying quarrel of the Frere and the
Sompnour, in the interests of England or of Rome. As |
sy, thexe large higtorical matters cannot be adequately
conddered here. But in so far as we do condder them, it
had better be upon principlesthat arereally higorical and
really large.

The Sompnour, or Summoner, is an officia of the
ecclesadical court, and he gands in this gory for the
ecdesagical authorities actually ruling England, from
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the Archbishop of Canterbury downwards. TheFrere, or
Friar, gands for the Dominican and Franciscan Orders,
of preaching and begging brethren, who claimed freedom
from local jurisdictions and appealed direct to the Pope.
It is always assumed that Chaucer was entirely on the sde
of the former, mainly because he makes a more or les
amusing figure of the Friar. The argument might well be
turned the other way; for he makes a mog horrifying and
revolting figure of the Summoner. Many a man would
prefer to be satirized asthe Friar, with hispopularity and
athletic prowess his strong white neck and eyes twink-
ling like frogty gars rather than to be championed in the
person of the Summoner with his red eruptive visage,
and pimples and rank onion-laden breath. If Chaucer
really was championing the Church authorities of Eng-
land againg foreign friars, he ssms to have chosn a
queer sort of champion. But | have mysdf a dark sus
picion that Chaucer was writing a poem, and especially
telling a gory; and that to him as an artigt the vivid and
coloured figures of the Summoner and the Friar were of
much more importance than the interests they repre-
sented in ecdedadical law. Nevertheless, as | have said,
it iswell to see the ecdesadtical and soda situation in the
large, if we se it at all. There were two ddes to the dis-
pute between the Friars and the national or parochial
clergy, and there is one dde that is amog entirely
neglected and never certainly emphasized.

It will be found again and again, in ecdesagtical his-
tory, that the new departure, the daring innovation, the
progressive party, depended directly on the Pope. It was
naturally more or less negatively resisted by the bishops,
the canons, the clergy in possesson under political and
patriotic stttlements. Official oligarchies of that sort
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generally do ress reform and experiment, either rightly
or wrongly. It is no more peculiar to Cathalics than to
an Anglican Archdeacon talking about Bolsheviam or a
Baptigt in Tennesseetalking about Negro Education. But
whenever there appeared, in Cathalic history, a new and
promising experiment, bolder or broader or more en-
lightened than existing routine, that movement always
came to be identified with the Papacy; because the Papacy
alone upheld it againg the resisting sodal medium which
it rent asunder. So, in the present casg, it was really the
Pope who upheld S. Francis and the popular movement
of the Friars. So, in the sixteenth century, it was really
the Pope who upheld &. Ignatius Loyola and the great
educational movement of the Jesuits The Pope, being
the ultimate court of appeal, cannot for shame be a mere
expresson of any local prejudice; this may easly be srong
among local ecdesagics without any evil intention; but
the remote arbiter at Rome must make some attempt to
keep himsdf dear of it. Thus arises the dtuation of
which Chaucer very possbly complained, of which many
in Chaucer's time certainly complained; that a particular
st of men, more recent or less rooted than the parish
clergy, talked as if they were the Pope's pet children, and
need take no natice of anybody but him. Anybody can
e that this could be an irritating attitude; but there
were two ddes to the question. The Friars or the Jesuits
were partly irritating because they were innovating, and
in many matters, especially at the beginning, improving.
And the Pape often supported the improvement, because
he alone was independent and strong enough to do <.
The Pope was often very much in advance of the Church,
as the Encyclical on Labour of Pope Leo XIII would
have been very much in advance of many reactionary
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bishops and priests of his time. Protestants will not
damage their Protestantism by understanding that for
Catholics, inhistory, the Popeisaleader aswell asaruler.

By thetime of Chaucer, indeed, it islikely enough that
the movement of Dominic and Francis had passed its
best period; and that the popular Friars were sometimes
unpopular, with the people as well as the priests. It is
quite probable; but the poet's personal jokes against friars
do not prove it. Chaucer was no more certainly justified
in abusing the friars in poetry than in belabouring the
friar in Fleet Street; in both casss we should need to
know a little more of the facts; a little more about the
friars—and the friar. But it is worth while to note that
Rome had originally supported an innovation in support-
ing the Friar; as later a less worthy innovation in sup-
porting the Pardoner. Both came from Rome being in
the centre of civilization and readier for new notions than
the provinces were. If this was so about idess that really
were new, like those of St. Francis, it is the more obvious
about idess like the unity of nations, that never were
new—except to very new people.

The international ideal, which seems so very modern
to the moderns, was of course very ancient to the Popes.
They had originally risen in a cosmopolitan community,
covering the civilized world, and their real mistake was
that they thought the world was more international than
it was. But this is not a mistake of barbaric bigotry; it
rather amounted to thinking the world more enlightened
than it was. Anyhow, the misunderstanding between the
national and international idess had begun long before;
even in the time of the English discontent about Peter's
Pence. France, the first of the entirely nationa nations,
had been responsible for the prolonged insult of Avignon
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The mongrous progeny of Anti-Popes had been born
largely out of the readiness of rival kingdoms to back
rival Pontiffs. The nations, for good or evil, were be-
coming themsdves, and it would doubtless have been
better if the Popes had understood the process. But it is
far from sdf-evident that the process was entirely what
we now call a progres*

In any case we have seen that the Church was heavily
weakened by these three calamities. The Black Death
which decimated the priesthood, leaving hardly enough
priests to go round and admitting a good many who had
much better not have gone round. The captivity of the
Pope, who ssemed to be in the pocket of “the French
King, and was defied by other Popes supported by other
kings. And the uneasy consdence and general depresson
following on the failure of the Crusade. In this spiritual
desert it was natural that there should appear prophets,
whether we call them fanatics or reformers; and to some
extent at least they were supported by a general discon-
tent. Itisvery difficult to befair to them to-day; because
their ghogs have been st to lead armies that they never
led, and would probably have refused to lead. Anybody
who was born within three hundred years ether way,
of the one great crack or explogon of the sixteenth cen-
tury, is dragged out of his grave to demondrate as a
Protestant or Papigt, and carry a banner in a triumph of
. Bartholomew or the Boyne. M en like Wycliffe, living
in Chaucer's time, had no notion of such things. They
probably began by fedling a quite comprehensble sym-
pathy with the hard-worked village priess, as againg the
monks, whose life should mean contemplation, and often
did mean contemplation, but obvioudy might mean idle-
ness. Whenever it really meant contemplation, it meant
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incessant activity. Generationsbefore, the Friarshad thus
rebelled againg the M onks; now a new schoal of Simple
Preacherswasrebelling againg the Friars. But for events
utterly different in origin, the Smple Preachers might
have been absorbed by Chrisendom like the Friars—
and later had the honour of being denounced as decadent
like the Friars. But there was another difference: and it
did arise partly from the operation of a very ordinary
human weskness

Some historical critics seam to express a faint surprise
that a number of people were sympathetic with Wycliffe
up to a certain point, and then lost their sympathy with
him. There is suppossd to be a vague savour of this
in a whole group, which included a gentleman named
Chaucer (with whom we aremoreimmediately concer ned);
another literary man like Langland; a great lord like
John of Gaunt; possbly even a King like Richard the
Second. Various explanations have been offered of this
change or chill in their relations to the reformers. John
of Gaunt was one of those rather dangerous aristocrats
who have too much activity for their inteligence; and,
being rather stupid, probably prided himsef on being
broadminded. It issaid that he felt a faint coolness creep-
ing over his sympathy with the New Movement, when
the peasants in revolt took particular care to burn down
his own palace Reasons far less reasonable have been
alleged for the fine digtinction which others drew be-
tween Wycliffethereformer and Wycliffe-the theologian.
Many explanations are indeed possble but | would
timidly suggest this possibility; that men like Chaucer
and Langland may have supported Wycliffe to some ex-
tent in practice, and then repudiated him more com-
pletely in theory, for a particular reason of their own.



The Age of Chaucer

Thereason was (odd asit will sound in modern ears) that
they supported him when he was right and repudiated
him when he was wrong.

Woycliffe was only one example of a man who yidds to
a temptation, which few reformers have been sufficiently
clear-headed to resis. He became so irritated with the
fact that the Idea was badly carried out in practice, that
at lagt he was weak enough to turn and attack the Idea
in theory. The idea that God gives Himself to mankind
in the Blessed Sacrament has nothing to do with the
fact that some particular priests are fools or knaves, or
ignorant or incompetent for their office Wycliffe began
by objecting to the latter condition, to which Chaucer and
Langland, and probably John of Gaunt, equally and
rightly objected. But there is here some haunting temp-
tation which perpetually betrays reformers. 1t betrays the
reformers of modern as of medieval times. Itisasapplic-
able to the idea of property as to the idea of priesthood;
to the Married State as to the Mass. In a dark hour,
poor Wycliffe seams to have tried, though very vaguely,
to apply it to the Mass. Therefore we find him splitting
hairs about Transubstantiation, which was much les
logical than splitting heads with bills and axes like
the sane though savage peasants The logical, or rather
illogical, process is perfectly smple and perfectly familiar.
A man sts out to distribute Milk to mothers or families
or the whole community. He very soon discovers that
distribution is not so easy as it looks. Before long he is
perfectly familiar with the fact of people intercepting
milk, stealing milk, making a corner in milk, adulterating
milk, poisoning milk. He is very naturally in a rage,
which verges on a revolutionary rage; nor ishewrongin
proposing even precipitateand violent action againg those

58



The Age of Chaucer

who swindle about milk or poison milk. But there always
comes a time when he is tempted to turn, in a towering
passion, and say, 'There shall be no Milk." That iswhat
happened at the Reformation. That is what happens in
nearly every revolution. That is why modern revolu-
tionists want to destroy the household because of the
housing shortage; or abolish private property because
most people have not got enough of it.

There is therefore nothing to be deduced from the
fact, if it be a fact, that Chaucer sympathized with the
Whycliffites in matters of discipline, but abjured them in
matters of doctrine, except the fact (otherwise aready
familiar) that Chaucer had a clear head. But it has some
relation to the genera thesis of this book; that he aso
had a clear philosophy. That philosophy was a Christian
philosophy, and all the more so because it had been
mixed in the original Christian fashion with many Pagan
influences. What is not sufficiently realized is that this
Christian philosophy, even in the Middle Ages, could be,
and was, a cool and well-balanced philosophy. The true
meaning of the importance of Boethius has not been seen.
There is a truth, perhaps unconscious, in Chaucer's use
of the phrase about 'the feathersof philosophy'. His own
touch was as light as a feather; but the feather came
truly from an angel's wing.

It is the same with Chivalry: the long shadow falling
on the fourteenth century from the Crusade. What we
call militarism was almost unknown to medievalism. But
that is partly because what we call militarism depends on
most people being unmilitary. Medieval kings seldom
posssssed what was afterwards called a standing army; in
the sense of a professional specialist army. Nevertheless,
away at the back of all that was medieval was a sort of
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half-for gotten foundation which was military. Thisarose
from two facts, far back in the beginning; firt, that when
Rome itself collapsad it left a number of garrisons and
military outposts, to be the nucle of national and local
recovery; and second, that this world, when it began to
recover, was suddenly invaded and almost vanquished by
Islam; so that it could think of nothing but swords and
spears for nearly a thousand years. One result was that
the sodal formation remained military. Thestanding army
soon became a very sanding-at-ease army, and later, 0
to gpeak, a sitting army or even a deeping army. But the
sysem of subordination and obedience had been origin-
ally military. European arigocracy was a military hier-
archy; just asIndian aristocracy wasarédigioushierarchy.
The Duke is the Commander-in-Chief; the Marquis is
the Warden of the Marches; the Knight is the Cavalry
soldier; the Squire is the shield-bearer, and so on. These
local commands, mixed with the Pagan legacy of davery
and modified by the family sentiment of Christianity, had
produced what we call the feudal sysem. As a whole,
these local commands tended to gather round certain
central commands, some eight or ten of them in Western
Europe, which were called monarchies. But even in
France, where the monarchy was mog centralized, there
had been a time when the great Dukes had been too
strong for it; and in England the great Dukes overthrew
it. Apart from this, however, a change had passad over
all that chivalry and aristocracy; a change vividly visible
in Chaucer's time, as compared with the time of its
original beginnings in the Roman Camp or the early
medieval Crusade.

The crucial phrase 'bearing arms had begun to shift
its emphags from the notion of carrying weapons to the
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notion of carrying coats of arms. Thisisfar from mean-
ing that men did not fight. They fought in thewarsbe-
tween England and Francein Chaucer'stime. They fought
even more in the wars between England and England
just after Chaucer'stime. But it might fairly be said that,
where the first medieval men had fought for a cos or a
creed, the later medieval men actually fought for a coat
of arms. The French Wars were heraldic wars; fought
upon a point of pedigree; ending in the quartering of the
Leopards and the Lilies. The Wars of the Rosss were
heraldic wars; also fought upon a point of pedigree; end-
ing characterigtically in the Tudor Rose parti-coloured,
parti-per-pale. But there was a collateral effect of all this,
of which a word mugt be said, if we are to realize the
peculiar rich autumnal atmosphere of the Chaucerian
epoch. There went sde by sde with the exaggeration of
heraldry, an exaggeration of costume; a fantasy in coats
aswell asin coats of arms. The figures of the lords stand-
ing round the long sunsst of the splendour of Edward the
Third, the lords who were to rebe againg his heir, have
indeed something of the burning but decaying colour of
the sunsst clouds. There is doubtless something ominous
and unnatural, egpecialy in the lurid light of later dis
agers about those toppling headdressss, those desves
dashed into points like plumes, those crazily curling
shoes like the outlines of prehistoric birds or fabulous
beadts rather than men. Nevertheless, there was another
sde to the matter, and if we are to understand Chaucer,
we mugt try to sympathize with something that is behind
such heraldry, and even such fantasy; something that was
universally taken for granted in the fourteenth century;
something that has been amogt entirely forgotten by
the twentieth.
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| have remarked esawhere on a common saying; sup-
posed to be shrewd and redligtic and rational; actually
shallow and ignorant and totally false | mean the state-
ment that modern people think modern dress ugly, only
because all people have aways thought contemporary
dress ugly. If | find less than perfect loveinessin a billy-
cock hat, it is indsted that Garrick thought the same
about a three-cornered hat; that Van Dyck thought the
same about a Van Dyck hat; and Chaucer the same about
a hood. It is enough to answer that Garrick did not
think it odd to act Roman or Romantic heroes in hisown
clothes, that Van Dyck did think the Van Dyck cogume
beautiful, as anybody can tell to whom paint is plain like
print; and that there is not a line or a word to suggest
that Chaucer as a poet thought that there was anything
particularly unpoetical about his own clothes. The truth
is (as | have shown in another place) that nobody until
the nineteenth century, and the ugly industrial revolu-
tion, ever did think that there was anything particularly
unpoetical about his own clothes. All of them, without
exception, would paint the Twelve Apostles, or even the
Greek gods in what were for them modern clothes We
have thought our modern clothes ugly, smply because
our modern clothes have been ugly; and it does credit to
our tase. But the real point to gragp about the cogume
of another period, such as that of the later Middle Ages,
is not so much aeshetic as moral. The ultimate justifica-
tion of heraldry, even in its extravagant decline, lay in
the fact that it was a sort of pattern or gandard of sg-
nificance, by which even dighter and more trivial things
tended to besgnificant. And thisfact wasnot alittle help-
ful, to a humane and humorous writer, in the matter of
really enjoying the cogumes and cugoms of his own time.
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Thistruth runslike an ornamental design through the
whole of the Canterbury Pilgrimage, and especially the
Prologue to the Pilgrimage. Sir Walter Scott was accused
of antiquarian antics, when he dwet on the details of
badge or baldrick worn by the minor vassals of Mar mion.
He was accused of being pompoudy poetical about trifles,
merely because they were the trifles of a previous age
But Chaucer has just as much pomp and poetry about
the trifles of his own age. He has no difficulty in making
poetry out of them, but it is only fair to sy that they
really are poetical. Everybody who has ssen medieval
pictures knows how beautiful and balanced a colour
scheme can depend on those iff attitudes or flat per-
spectives, and the Prologue is, among other things, a
medieval picture of exactly that type. We can all seg as
cearly as a child ses the figures in a toy theatre, the
Yeoman in his green coat and hood and his great slver
dagp of S. Christopher, and his quiver of arrows plumed
with peacock-feathers, the Wife of Bath with her scarlet
stockings and hat as large as a tar get; the Squire with his
long deeves powdered with a pattern of red and white
flowers like a meadow, and hair curled doseasin a press,
the Shipman with his brown sunburnt face and his dagger
hanging round his neck and armpit on a string, whose
beard had been shaken in tempess from Hull to Carth-
age; the Franklin with his sanguine complexion and
beard white as a daisy, with his white silk pouch and
progperous philosophy of Epicurus, the Summoner with
the gigantic garland on his head, which ssams to give an
additional frightfulness to his 'firered cherubim's face,
of which children were frightened. All this description is
in the true snse imaginative. But Chaucer was doing
what a great poet does hewas imagining what he saw.
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Certainly there is no artigtic suggestion of his despising
what he saw. | mean that, in the moral snse he despised
many of the vices of many of the characters; but he did
not in an artisic snse despise their emblems and ex-
ternals, as unsuited to serious art. Above all, he enjoyed
them even more as emblems than as externals. And with
that we encounter a medieval idea which sudents of
Chaucer musgt consder with some sympathy, but which
is sddom conddered with even reasonable justice.

| for one should be the last to wish to s such things
as Sumptuary Laws restraining the liberty of the citizen.
It is true that the men who suffered the old Sumptuary
Laws would have thought their King had gone raving
mad, if he had suddenly risen up and forbidden anybody
to drink ale, as does the President of the modern Ameri-
can democracy. It is far more of an interference with
liberty to veto a man's drink, which he consumes in his
private house than to limit the choice of his dress in
which he walks down the public street. Neverthdess, |
should rejoice in being free alike from the medieval rules
about dress and the modern rules about drink. Yet |
doubt if there is any freeeminded and imaginative man,
looking at the modern world, who has not sometimes
wished that there were some way of ordering the ex-
ternals of life, so asto make them appropriate; and, above
all, so as to make them expressve. The garments and at-
tributes of the Canterbury Pilgrims are expressve. They
express what the people are; they express what the poet
means. It may bevery dreadful that a Knight should bear
arms (and we have the assurance of Mrs. WifHe that this
is the case); it may be very luxurious of the young Squire
to haveflowersembroidered all over hiscoat; and Chaucer
is obvioudy chaffing him, to some extent, upon his fop-
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pishness But the arms do express the Knight and the
flowers do express the Squire. When such flowerswere
dotted all over theflowered waistcoat of afat stockbroker
ini860, whoread The Timesand talked about the danger
of Pusgyites in the Protestant Church of England, the
flowers did not express anything at all. They did not
make us think that the stockbroker was like a flower; or
even, in Chaucer's phrasg, that he was like a meadow.

In short, if we ever did want Sumptuary Laws, it
would not be so much againg waste of money as against
wage of work; wade of art, wase of effect, wage of
colour and design. It is not that we didike colour, but
that we should rather like a language of colours; not that
we didike design, but that we should like designs to
appear by design, and not by accident. | confess though
| am asfond of the colour of life as another, | have some-
times had a weird complex of thoughts on seeing a dull
dumpy woman, with an expressionless face, approaching
mein a hat or coat of flaming crimson like a tremendous
Turner suns. | fed inclined to ak her, as if she were
at a masquerade ball, what she is meant to be. Perhaps
| do her a wrong. Perhaps she glows within with so
glorious a charity, that she has a right to robe hersdf as
the Rose of the World. Perhaps she has merely brooded
on burning wrongs till she is ready to s fire to London
and burn it to ashes That would be quite a reasonable
explanation. But short of that, | havea sort of Sumptuary
fedling, that it isawage of red; awagte of blood and fire;
a wadge of the mogt glorious colour God has given to our
eyes. Now when thosered robes are hung on a Cardinal,
or even on a soldier or ajudge, they do have this extra
glow or intensity of having a meaning. And that is be-
cause the custom which dothes such figures is inherited

C. 65 E



The Age of Chaucer

from the old system of symbolism; and that sysem of
symbolism ran through the whole sysem of medievalism.
Chaucer's coloured figures are all the more coloured, be-
cause their colours mean something, as do the colours of
heraldry. But that sysem, of which heraldry was the
samp, is o remote from us that it is necesary to go
through all this explanation and argument in order to
begin to se what it meant to medieval men. There are
different sorts of freedom and even of comfort. And there
is such a thing as a coat that fits because it is fitting. A
Friar fedsfreer in aFriar'sgown; asaman fedsfreer in a
man's body.

When once we realize that heraldry was not a
mummery or even a mystery; but a meaning part of
a passon for dgnificance which made all colours, stones,
planets beads and flowers emblematic to the medieval
mind, we may go on to agree that heraldry badly
wanted pruning by the time of Edward the Third. If
the twelfth century was the medieval spring, and the
thirteenth the medieval summer, the fourteenth was a sort
of rank and overgrown autumn that was already menaced
by the crooked and crud fifteenth century; in the north
at least, very truly, the 'winter of our discontent’. The cos
tumes of the rich, which had already become fanciful, be-
came utterly fantagtic; and that with something that was
already sniger as well as fantagtic. Chaucer's Parson de-
nounces the matley figures of contemporary fops, striped
and cut up into patterns, by saying that they look as if
they were blasted white or yellow or red by leproses and
loathsome plagues. 1t was not for nothing that the popu-
lar preachers denounced the horned and towering head-
dressss of great ladies as toppling travesies of the horns
of Satan. It is true that the Court looked gay, and aso
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true that there was already something ghastly about its
gaiety. Its fine French dances had already something of
the Dance of Death, and indeed the Black Death had
already led the world a dance. It was in this world, in
which the chivalric civilization of the fourteenth century
was already passng into the cynicism of the fifteenth, that
Geoffrey Chaucer had to live his life, in frequent contact
with the Court and complete familiarity with the sysems
of heraldry and precedence. These things were, in the
eyes of many of his contemporaries, by far the chief affairs
of histime. They were to that age what Aviation, Break-
ingtheWorld Record, Swvimming the Atlantic, or any use
of science for the purpose of speed, areto ours. Some fol-
lowed them with an excitement quite superficial; others
sw them as more or les dgnificant; but they filled
the landscape, as Push and Publicity now fill the land and
saand sky. Itisonly fair to remember that to this period
belong many really graceful and worthy sories of dignity
and ddlicacy of behaviour, like that of the Black Prince,
when he acted as a servant to hisroyal captive. It is quite
a migtake to suppose that such things were insincere; but
it is quite valid to say they were not inconsstent, for in-
gance, with the Black Prince sacking a city in the blind
rage of a sck man. What is much more to the point, it
may be noted that courtesy and conquest were alike shown
in apurely dynadtic, that is, a purely family war; a family
quarrd dividing the great family of Christendom.
Thereisonevery srange fact, which a few have noticed,
about thefigure of the Knight in The Canterbury Tales. It
may be an accident; but, like some other accidents, it isas
awful as an omen. The obvious point to be made about
the Knight isthat he haswon great glory in battle; and the
poet makes the point quite clear. The obvious example of
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winningglory in battle, in the poet'sown period, waswin-
ning glory in the French campaign, on thefields of Cr£cy
and Poictiers. But the poet ssams actually to take a de-
tour in order to avoid the fields of Crecy and Poictiers.
The poet himsdf had been distinguished in the contem-
porary foreign fuss, the tourney between St. Denis and
St. George. But the Knight has had nothing to do with
pitting . Denis againg &. George. Chaucer goes out of
his way to say that his hero has fought for the Cross and
not the Crown. He has fought againg the heathen in
Prussa (which some might indeed call an omen), but any-
how he has only fought againgt the heathen; and to such
a company Prussa was as remote as Palestine. Indeed, it
is all very remote; and apparently ddiberately remote.
Thelag great war had been between the English and the
French. The next great war was to be between the Eng-
lish and the English. But the noblest Pilgrim of the great
Pilgrimage has only heard of a war between the Crescent
and the Cross He comes from the ends of the earth; from
those ultimate enmities in which Christianity is in colli-
son with the things really outsdeitsef. Heis the ghost
of agrander Europe; of that first De M ontfort, with the
fixed fanatical eyes, who rode away from the Fourth Cru-
sade because hewould not war with Christian men; of that
lagt of the Nine Worthies, who declared that no man must
wear a crown of gold, where God had worn a crown of
thorns.

J Thereforethe Knight is of alarger make or framework
than the rest; and throws a sort of giant shadow on the
coloured crowd; a shadow almost of shame. But the sha-
dow liesalso on usand on our children. Itisa problem of
the present and even more of the future, whether we can
make even 0 large a commonwealth of nations as com-
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bined in the Crusade. But if thisis true of the sgnificance
of the Knights, it is even truer of the Guildsmen or the
Burgeses The poaint is that, looking into the fog of the
future, we may se figures losing their identity \ as the
eventual result of having log the Crest and the Trade
Mark. Hereindeed is the vital example of this long and
difficult preface; on the need of seeing medieval things as
living (or dying) modern things. Blake said that Chaucer
numbered the types of men as Linnaeus numbered the
plants. But hewasa mystic and not a prophet. Most nor-
mal men suppose these types to be normal. But in truth
the Types are Trades; and the Trades are Guilds. Des-
troy the Guild and you destroy the natural classfication of
men. Thisappearsvividly in thegreat Chaucerian charac-
ters. For Chaucer himself was a child of the old Craft and
Mystery. And to men to-day the Mystery isa Mystery
indeed.

There exigs a misunderstanding rather than a quarrel
about medieval and modern ideas, because the two do not
meet on the same plane. The medieval world, with all its
crimes and crudities, was intensgly concerned with ideas as
ideas, and not in the least concerned with them as medie-
val ideas. But the moderns, and epecially the modernids,
are intensdly concerned with the fact that modern ideas
are modern. They are sometimes so much excited about
it that they neglect to make them anything like ideas. |
know some very learned writers on the Middle Ages,
whose heads are so constructed as not to permit the en-
trance even of the idea of an idea. The modern world has
immeasurably surpassad the medieval world in organiza-
tion and the application of such ideas asit has, so that the
general improvement in certain kinds of humanity, certain
kinds of ingruction, and certain kinds of arbitration and
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order, isnot merely an idea, but amaterial fact. But that
doesnot alter the moral fact; that when we compare medi-
eval ideaswith modern ideas, we often find that the modern
ideas are comparatively hasty, superficial or unbalanced;
or ese that the idess, as idess, really do not exist at all.
There could not be a better example than the comparison
between the idea of Guilds with thefact of Capitalism.
Theideaof Guildswasworked out very narrowly and i m-
perfectly; and the fact of Capitalism may work out, at
least in the opinion of some, more practicaly and pros-
perously. But there was an idea of Guilds; and there is
not and never was any ideain Capitalism. Nobody knew
where it came from; nobody especially wanted it to come.
Nobody knew where it was going to; and at this moment
it appears to be going straight to sheer strangling M ono-
poly and then to bankruptcy.

Nobody understands the modern world who does not
realizethis primary truth. Themodernworld began with
the problem of the grocer and the grocer's assistant. It is
in fact ending with avast growth of grocers' assistants and
no grocer. It must still be emphasized, obvious as it is,
that the grocers' assstants have not grown into grocers.
They have all remained assistants; only, instead of assst-
ing a humble human grocer, with a soul to be saved, they
are assisting the International Stores or the Universal Pro-
vision Department. In other words, the servants have not
become masters, and will never have the faintest chance of
becoming masters. They remain servants; only they are
like those daves that were held to public service in pagan
antiquity; they have persona servants over them, but only
an impersonal master overall. Now, very broadly, oneidea
in the Guild isthat the grocer's assstant should grow into
a grocer. For that purpose, it is obviously necessary to
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preservealargenumber of equal and independent grocers.
It is necessary to prevent these grocers from being bought
out or sold up by the Sores or the Super-Grocer. With
this object the Guild deliberately checked certain forms
of competition, protected the weaker brethren; and, pre-
srved the Types that ssem eternal in Chaucer's Tales.

Now to anybody who knows an ideawhen he ssesit, it
isrelatively irrelevant whether the application of thisidea
be patchy or imperfect, at any particular period. It isnot
patchy and imperfect, but very nearly non-exisent, in our
own period. But the point isin the clear comprehenson
of the idea. If there had been only one Guild, instead of
soores and hundreds, it would still have sood for one
medieval idea and not for the other modern idea. If its
benefits had only been extended to two Guildsmen, they
would ill have been benefited in a particular way, and
according to an idea other than the idea of modern com-
petition or modern monopoly. Chaucer mentions several
Master Craftsmen, evidently attached to a Guild, as go-
ing on his Canterbury Pilgrimage; he mentions, for in-
dance, a Dyer and a worker in tapestry. |If we compare
the firgt with the huge devdlopment of the modern Dye
Industry, we shall recognize at once the main distinction
I mean. M or e and more people may have cometowork in
dye factories, more and more proceses may have been in-
vented; more marvellous as a matter of sdence, though
often much less marvelous as a matter of art. And al-
though for some time the logic of Capitalism produced
wor se and wor se conditions, the wisdom of Capitalists (fol-
lowing on the courage of Trades Unionists) may now pro-
duce (or pretend to produce) better and better conditions.
But they produce better and,better conditions for ser-
vants; they do not attempt to produce a Guild, which is
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a fraternity of magers And if we wish to condder the
idea itsdf, dear of all these muddled bickerings about
‘medievalism’, we cannot do better than take the example
of a trade which does ill exig to-day, in something
resembling the guise and function which it had in the
days of Chaucer.

Thererodein the cavalcade to Canterbury, along with
the Dyer, the more congicuous figure of the Doctor. He
is congpicuous even in aliterary sense for heis picked out
in coloursthat are still dear and fresh; a striking and al-
mog startling example of Chaucer's power of describing
a complete and even complex personality in a few lines.
His combination of rich and impressve dress with cau-
tious and hygienic diet is a calculation from two angles
finding the exact point of a personality. He was particu-
lar that his food should be nourishing and digestible, but
took it in small quantities, and though he did not talk
about proteids and vitamins, he probably talked in some
smilar terms from the same learned language. The mo-
ment we know this, we know that it is true that he was
irreligious; soeptical and anti-clerical in a rather negative
way. He was dignified; but not averse from fees That
wort of man <till exisgts, and his general snse of datus, his
sodal postion and his professonal etiquette, are still very
much the sasme The Doctor, in short, sill exigs as a
roughly recognizable figure. The Dyer has totally dis
appeared; his hand is not subdued to what it works in,
but his whole body and soul dissolved in his own dye-
vat. He has become a liquid; a flowing sream of ten-
dency; an impersonal eement in the economics of the dye-
works. He is not a Master-Dyer; he is at the mog a
Master of Dyers. But, in plain truth, heis not really a
magter, but only a paymagter. With every day that passes
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there is less importance in the mastery and more import-
ance in the pay. The reason why the Doctor is recogniz-
able, and the Dyer is unrecognizable, is perfectly simple.
Itisthat the Doctorsnot only were, but still are, organized
on the idea of a Medieval Guild.

In the modern doctor we can see and study the medieval
idea. We shall not, even if we are medievalists, think it
an infallible or impeccable idea. The Guild is capable of
pedantry; it is sometimes capable of tyranny. The British
Medical Council, which is the council of aGuild, some-
times condemns men harshly for very pardonable breaches
of professional law; it sometimes excludes outsiders from
membership who might well have been members. But it
does do what a Guild was supposed to do. It keeps the
doctors going; it keeps the doctors alive; and it does pre-
vent one popular quack from eating all his brethren out of
house and home. It sts limits to competition; it prevents
the growth of monopoly. It does not allow a fashionable
physicianin Harley Street to destroy thelivelihood of four
general practitioners in Hoxton. It doesoiot permit one
professional man to buy up all the practices, as one grocer
can buy up all the grocers shops. And it does permit us
to study, in aclear modern example, outside all the medie-
val controversies, religious and other, what is really to be
said for and against this system of economic combination,
and what it is that can really be criticized, and can really
be valued, in the idea of a Guild.

The Physician of Chaucer has changed, it may be said,
in every other character except his economic relation to the
Guild, which isstill founded on medieval economics. As
amatter of fact, the story is more comic than the common
story of evolution. He has changed so often that he has
very nearly changed back to what he was before. It istrue
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that he no longer regardsthe art of healing as founded on
Astrology; though he sometimes founds it on the yet more
ancient super gition of Divination by Dreams. But though
we have not yet gone far enough for eager young scientists
to be dealing in Astrology, there is something curious and
almogt creepy about their dealings with Alchemy. Many
of the mogt modern speculations are a great deal nearer to
the medieval notion of the transmutation of metals, than
they areto theintervening materialist's dogmas of elemen-
tal and indestructible fixity. We may yet see the chemigt
turn into an alchemig, even if thereis noimmediate pros
pect of the asronomer turning into an agtrologer. There
isatypical piece of Chaucerian irony in the passage refer-
ring to the Doctor's purely scientific interest in gold:

For gold in physc is a cordial
Therefore he loved gold in special.

But nobody will say that this very special love of eco-
nomic values is merely medieval, and cannot be admitted
as modern. If avarice counted for something in alchemy,
it has not been entirely absent from the services which
modern sdence has offered to chemical combines and the
discovery of mines. It isan amusing fact, by the way, that
the quaint old legend, which Protestant pregudice s&t afloat
ome Sixty years ago, to the effect that the Pope once con-
demned the study of Chemistry, really referred tothisvery
fact; thefact that medieval religion did attempt torestrain
medieval avarice. What the Pope did condemn was the
practice of certain quack asrologers and alchemigts, who
used to go round to the houses of poor people and takfc
away all their pots and pans with a promise of turning
them all into gold. Against this great step in scientific
progress the Pope did indeed st his face with ferocious
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medieval bigotry. If any modern moral authority wereto
condemn the somewhat similar sudents of the Art of
Salesmanship, who go round tempting poor people to run
into debt for all sortsof furnitureand appliancesfor which
they cannot ultimately pay, | for one should welcome such
an outburgt of Papal persecution. But | have no doubt
that the progressve higorian would give a Ssmple sum-
mary of the incident; by saying that it was made a mortal
dn to have any chairs and tables.

Anyhow, the Guild principle has in fact saved the
Doctor; and left him standing as a separate sodial figure
in any crowd going to Wembley or Wimbledon, as he
did in the crowd going to Canterbury. But it isthe ten-
dency of all the separate sodial figures, falling into modern
monopolist and impersonal tendencies, to disappear alto-
gether. Standardization lowers the sandard of person-
ality and independence in all the typesand trades. Under
that tendency, we no longer see the Ploughman but the
new methods of the Steam-Plough; we no longer recog-
nize the Miller but only a particular machinery of mills;
and the current tendency, even of gossp, is to discuss
not so much cooks as cookery and not o much clerks as
clerking. A certain declinein the Comic Characters, con-
ceived in reation to common trades, once S0 typical of
English literature, is probably due to the decline in the
idea of men who were Mastersof their trade; and the sub-
stitution of numberless servantswho had lesspridein their
professons And thisisrelevant; for it may be the end of
that long processon of English figures of fun, which un-
doubtedly began with Chaucer.

True, thisis masked by the fact that the moderns can
find phrases which they call quite modern, when they
mean that they are quite human. Chaucer's undeeping
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eye on human nature did indeed spot any number of small
but amusing facts, that were truein histime and are true
in ours. This could be illustrated even in the examples
which | have mentioned and contrasted; the examples of
the Doctor and the Dyer. A modern reader gives some-
thing like a gart of amusement, when he reads of the rela-
tion between the Doctor and the Chemist; how 'each of
them made other for to win', that is, the Apothecary
recommended the Physician and the Physician ordered
the drugs from the Apothecary. That isthe sort of social
relation that might go on for ever, and can certainly go on
to-day. On the other hand, Chaucer does not tell us much
about the Dyer or his friends, and it is possble that they
were an afterthought, inserted for some gpedia reason, as
were (in all probability) the three Priests who appear and
disappear after the mention of the Second Nun. But he
does tell us one thing in connexion with these worthy
Guildsmen or Livery Men of City Companies, which is
an excdlent example of what men say is quite modern,
when they mean that it is very ancient. He says that the
Dyer, and the other Masters of their respective Mysteries,
were quite in the way of becoming Aldermen. He throws
a ddlicate veil, in his own indescribable way, over the
question of whether they deserved to be Aldermen, or
even wanted to be Aldermen. But he adds that, anyhow,
their wives were all in favour of it; and that it is very
pleasant to be digtinguished from other women by being
called ' Madame'. That is a drawing-room comedy that is
modern enough, in that sensg, and has a present and prac-
tical relation to the Honours List and the Sale of Peerages.
There is many a knighthood given to-day, not so much
because M r . Biggs wishes to be Sir Benjamin Biggs, as
because a more agtute person has calculated that when she
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is Lady Biggs, it will sound quite as good as L ady Beau-
champ or Lady Salisbury. The whole of Chaucer's book
is dotted with details of this lively and accurate sort, to
such an extent that a man might easily suppose that society
had hardly changed at all, between the fourteenth and the
twentieth centuries. The higoric process of change is
partly covered by certain comic antics of human nature,
which can indeed occur in any age and are instantly recog-
nized acrosstheages

But we mugt not allow this to midead us to the extent
of underrating the change there has really been. Even
in the ingances | have given, there is sufficient evidence
of what has changed and what has not. It is so with
the Doctor and the Chemist. The Doctor, who is till
the member of a living and real Guild, remains the same.
The Chemist, who is not the member of a real Guild,
is aready changing. It is no longer a cae of the private
physcian calling on a private apothecary, living at the
corner of the sreet. He has to deal aready with vag
commercial combines, with multiple and identical shops
in which all the chemids are servants and none of the
chemigs are masers The name of one apothecary is now
written in a hundred towns. And we owe it to the survi-
val of atrue medieval Guild, that the name of a sngle
physician is not written on a hundred brass plates.

In the same way, while men have ambitions in every
age, and women change from age to age even less than
men, therereally isa difference between the Alderman and
Livery in Chaucer's time and in ours. The old Dyers
Company was ill concerned only, or mainly, with the
defence of Dyers; not only with defence of unsuccessul
Dyers, but als, in the long run, with attack on successful
Dyers. | know not if there is ill a Dyers Company; if
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there is, it is doubtless charitable in all manner of ways,
but not in that way. It does not exigt to bar and break the
International Chemical Dyeworks Combine; it does not
perceptibly try to do it, and it certainly does not do it.
This may be partly explained by the fact that a consder-
able number of Dyers are aged colonds and clergymen,
who have never dreamed of dyeing anything, except pos
sbly their hair.

This example of the Dyer and the Doctor and the Guild
is the supreme example of what was meant, at the begin-
ning of this chapter, by saying that we cannot understand
the pagt life of the fourteenth century, until we have begun
to look a little even into the future of the twentieth. We
are now in the middle of movements that may distort or
disolveall thosedistinctive and independent typeswhich
Chaucer digtinguished by trades. In short, we may yet
find, in thelong run, that the loss of Arms and Heraldry
has killed the Gentleman: the loss of Guilds and Mys-
teries has killed the Citizen. We cannot strike a right
balance of judgment about the medieval attempt to or-
ganize trades and traders, without considering, not merely
that it is now logt, but where the loss of it may ultimately
lead. We must not judge by that later but intermediary
phase, in which England could be called a nation of shop-
keepers, with the implication that each man must keep his
shop. If a man wanted to keep his shop, he would have
been wiser to keep his guild. Wherewe havelog the guild
principle, we have collapsad into a totally different sort of
collectivist plutocracy. For that is what it is, whether we
putitinrevolutionary terms, by saying that one man kegps
a hundred shops or put it in humanitarian terms, by say-
ing that one shop kegps a hundred men. One vital dis-
tinction is that in such a sysem the organizer can only be
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an organizer; he must deal with the abstractions and the
materials of the trade; with pen and ink and not with dye-
vats or wine-barrels.

Now Chaucer came of a line of men that did deal
directly with wine-barrels. They dealt as masters and not
as servants, at least in the last two generations. But they
dealt with awine-barrel and not with awine-list; with facts
and not merely with figures. For them was natural magic
and the world's desire stored in positive pots; solid as
those that poured for Christ theincredible wine. He came
of people who had dealt with the stuff and substance of
things, and in his case, with a highly appropriate sort of
thing. If we were to look for an allegory about him who
dealt so often in allegories, we could hardly find for his
birthplace a more appropriate House of Fame. Forth from
among those vats of more than purple dye, forth from
among the mighty vats of the vine, brought by the Ship-
man from the lands of Froissart and Petrarch, he came
to walk the world; who went singing all his days as if
wine were in his very veins, and hidden in his northern
blood, the very secret of the sun.
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Chapter 111
Public and Private Life

“he name of Chaucer seems to have been quite
common in medieval times, and is practically un-
known in modern times. This aone strikes me

as rather curious and unique. Almost all other famous
names reappear in some fashion; there storms across the
stage of relatively recent history somebody with the re-
markable name of Sir Julius Caesar. We have accepted
unstartled a worthy dissenting minister as the Rev. Mr.
Shakespeare, and admired a brilliant stage-player with the
Puritan name of Milton. But we look in vain for Mr.
Chaucer, in Bohemia or Belgravia or the suburbs; nor in
'the Street', nor up the Strand is he. The surname has
not even appeared as a florid dlias, or aternative title,
among those who periodically alter their own pedigree
and, like the wanton lapwing, get themselves another
crest. Curiously enough, the latter course was actually
adopted, in the reverse direction, in the original Chaucer
family, if certain historians are correct. According to this
theory, the son of Chaucer did really abandon his father's
crest and coat-armour in favour of that of the De Roets,
his maternal ancestors, supposing, heaven help us (such is
the simplicity of snobs) that it would aggrandize Chaucer
to be turned into Roet. But nowadays, when the Ros
are forgotten, it does not even seem likely that Roet
would beturnedinto Chaucer. Not even the most glitter-
ing, shifting and opalescent Opal stein, changing his name
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for the tenth time, ever seems to change it to Chaucer. |
suspect that there is in this fact some faint shadow of
something aready noted here; something that is not
exactly neglect, but isin a sense negligence. | mean that
vague popular feeling that poor old Chaucer is ajoke;
that he is a funny, snuffy old man, like an antiquary or a
small bookseller selling black-letter and broadsheets. An
odd association of ideas about him, who sang in courts
and had the confidence of kings: but | believe a very
real one, among those who only know his name; and
possibly a partial reason for their failure to claim or cling
to his name. As | have said, somehow or other, it does
not yet sound quite like a serious name: but, whatever
be the reason, it is now at least a very rare name. And
though it is very likely that a hundred Chaucers will leap
out of dark corners or remote colonies, and write me long
letters about this rash statement, it is a fact, at this actual
moment by the clock, that | have never seen or heard
of any living person bearing the once widespread name
of the greatest Englishman of the Middle Ages.

Oddly enough, we may sy that it was Chaucer
who abolished the name of Chaucer. He did a number
of rather remarkable things, including, for all practica
purposes, tossing off a little trifle called The English
Language. The name of Chaucer, or Chausseur, the
maker of footwear, was once a common name because
it described a common trade. A man was called Shoe-
maker as another man was called Tailor or Baker or
Butler or Gardener; only he was called Shoemaker in
French. For that matter, of course, the terms for tailor-
ing and butlering and other things were of Norman and
not Saxon origin; but that is another discussion, and a
very tiresome one. The really important fact to be seized
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is this. that it was rather an unexpected, belated and
almogt reactionary accident, that the glorious English
language came into existence at all. It was one of those
lucky things that are not likely to happen and do happen;
and often nearly happen too late. The whole trend of
progress or organic growth was towards France and Eng-
land growing together, under the common captaincy of a
French-speaking nobility and chivalry. If a serious sod-
ologist, mapping out the evolution of mankind, had existed
in the earlier Middle Ages (and they had many other
plagues and pegtilences), that scientific prophet would
most certainly have said that England was destined to be-
come as French-gpeaking as France. The cultured dass
generally has an unfair advantage over the uncultured;
and the whole culture had originally been a L atin culture.
The Plantagenet attempts to make France a part of Eng-
land were really a half-confesson that England was a
part of France Then something happened at the lagt
moment, of the sort that confounds scientific poalitics;
something dimly resembling the combined inginctive
movements of a populace and a poet. There was a faint
trail of Anglo-Saxon traditions and various dialects like
Middle English; but left to itsdf the trail would have
led nowhere. Then a great genius saw that he could
Frenchify it enough to make it English. That is about as
nearly as we can define the process Chaucer European-
ized English; he brought it into the current of culture,
by setting it to foreign tunes and mixing it with foreign
terms. But Chaucer destroyed the domination of pure
French; he destroyed all sorts of incidental terms, titles
and conventions that went along with it; and, while he
was about it, he destroyed his own name.

It would seem that the poet's grandfather was a certain
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Robert le Chaucer, who had some pog in the Cusoms
connected with the imports of wine from Aquitaine; so
the connexion with the wine trade can be traced at least
asfar asthat. Thecreator of The Wife of Bath, the great
professonal widow of literature, seems to have come of a
household somewhat haunted by widows, to an extent to
alarm Mr . Tony Weller. His grandmother was married
at least twice; his mother was apparently married three
times, and, touching later developments, it would ssem
that his sgter-in-law was at least once a widow, before
she became the third wife of that determined and un-
tiring widower, John of Gaunt. It is a trivial coinci-
dence, and yet not wholly uninforming; for many earnest
students have missad the point about medieval life by
not noticing that a thing was often derided as comic and
yet was very common; was derided as comic because it
was very common. Similarly, when we find medieval
moraligs indignantly denouncing something, we can
generally deduce that it was a very medieval thing.
Widowhood was really tragic, which is why kings and
knights swore specially to defend the widow and orphan;
but remarriage was none the less comic because it was
obvioudy convenient. Anyhow, the way in which thee
rather entangled reations affected Chaucer is roughly
this. His grandmother, M ary le Chaucer, who was prob-
ably born a Stace and previoudy married to a Heyroun,
had a son named John Chaucer. After the death of her
husband, Robert e Chaucer, shemarried acertain Richard
le Chaucer; having apparently a tase in Chaucers.
Richard was certainly a vintner and lived in London,
in a part caled Cordwanersstrete. There is a curious
episode about some people called Stace, probably kins
men, trying to kidnap young John Chaucer and marry
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him for monetary purposes the youth being rescued by
his gepfather. The gepfather died in 1349; and John
himself went on vintnering with increasing success as he
deputized for the King's Butler in Southampton and even
sEms to have gone abroad in the train of the King. It
sams likely that the Chaucers had for some time been, o
to speak, among the camp-followers of the Court; but first
in lowlier and afterwards in loftier sations or offices
John married Agnes, daughter of John Cop$on, of a
family connected with the Mint, and lived in Thames
Street. When hedied, thewidow was married again to an-
other vintner, bearing the pleasing name of Bartholemew
atte Chapel. So that a certain child named Geoffrey
Chaucer, who is presumed to be her son, was provided
with a gepfather, as his father had been; and may have
received in childhood that impresson of a transformation-
me of marrying and remarrying, which he extended
into vigas of somewhat unscrupulous exaggeration in the
carer of The Wife of Bath, There are many other com-
plicated controverses about the Chaucer family; but they
may beleft, firs becausethey cannot be settled; and second
becausethe Chaucer family isnot sointer esting as Chaucer .

The life of Chaucer, in the somewhat limited ssnse of
the biography of Chaucer, condgs of a very few facts
and an incredible crowd of fancies. Perhaps it would be
fairer to say a crowd of conjectures; for part of the diffi-
culty lies in the plausibility or probability of some of the
conjectures, which come near the ground but never quite
sttle on it. At the very outset, the writer of a sketch of
this poet has to decide whether he will confine himsdlf to
what he knows to be true, or seculate at length on many
things which he can se to be possble or even probable,
but which may, after all (especially in thelight of later re-
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search), beentirely mideading. | have here decided to dwell
definitely only on the definite facts, and to reserve specula-
tion for what mugt in any case be speculative: the spiritual
and philosophical and literary meaning of the story. My
reason is that the ramifications of the mere conjectures of
the lear ned have been s0 vagt, and, in some cases, S0 vain.
They are liable to be pursued patiently, or impatiently,
through thousands and thousands of words, and then
brought to a ¢op with afew words. In one cae | remem-
ber, Chaucer went on the wildest adventures in con-
nexion with the revolt of the citizens of London concern-
ing John of Northampton; a story in which the poet fled
toHolland, wasflunginto the Tower, was released by the
personal intervention of Anne of Bohemia, wasput tothril-
ling tests involving the betrayal of his fellow-conspirators,
before he could reappear in the light of day. To the whole
of which gory a subsequent biographer put a full sop of
scepticiam, by saying it was rather odd that through all
thee changes Chaucer regularly received his pension
with hisown hands, quite quietly, in hishomein L ondon.
| am not going to erect towers of tentative theory which
can be so rapidly ruined. The romance called 'The
Possble Life of Geoffrey Chaucer, Gentleman', would
be a mog fastinating and spirited work; 'The Black
Princes Treasure'’; 'In the House of Wat Tyler'; 'The
Rescueof Laura’; "What Became of Dante's Beatrice?'; or
the great mystery sory: '"Why Was Chaucer Robbed
Twice in One Day?—as he really was. Doubtless it was
mixed up with the Pope or WyclifFe or someone; for the
time was picturesque almogt to excess and the great men
he may have met would need a volume apiece. But this
volume is only about Chaucer; and this chapter is only
about the ascertained facts about Chaucer. Thetroubleis
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that they are not only few, but they are not even alwaysthe
few facts that make up the most rudimentary biography.

A good example, to begin with, is the question about
the date of his birth. It is largely calculated from the
evidence which he gave in the affair of Scrope and Gros
venor; a lawsuit in which heis officially recorded as being
“forty and upwards, and armed twenty-seven yearst. This
lawsuit was certainly in 1386, so that presuming that
Chaucer was then about forty-five, he was probably born
about 1341. But it has always struck me as quaintly
typical of the time, as well as of the oddity of the Chau-
cerian problem, that the Court records should be so very
exact about the period during which he had borne arms
and posssssed armorial bearings, and so very vague about
the period during which he had been alive. It is possble
that Chaucer was himsdf rather vague, possbly out of
natural vagueness, possbly out of natural vanity; but it
sems dear that the legal authorities did not trouble to
pin him down about his age, when once they were certain
about his datus of Armiger. That double information,
certain on the smaller point and uncertain on the larger,
istypical of all the information about Chaucer. There are
rather interesting possibilities in such matters, to which |
shall refer dsewhere; here | only note in pasdng that the
very date of his birth is doubtful, though the date of his
admisson into the sysem of chivalry is clear. The prob-
lem of his parentage isin the same lopsided sate. It has
been traditionally, and apparently truly said (indeed it is
substantially certain) that he was the son of a vintner of
the City of London; but we do not know this even*so
well as we know that he appears later in totally different
postions. often the lag postions where one would expect
the vintner's son to be
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One disadvantage of seeing the same figure in a sries
of flashes of lightning is that we cannot always be quite
certain that it is the same figure. The fact that we have
only digointed bits and sippets of the biography of
Geoffrey Chaucer involves the occasonal possbility that,
in the words of the ancient jest about a more ancient poet,
it is not the biography of Geoffrey Chaucer, but of some-
body dse of the same name. In this connexion we cannot
forget what we have already noted: that it was then a
fairly common name. Neverthdess, there is a series of
auch glimpses of what would appear to be a continuous
higorical personality; though some of them ssem to me
less certainly, and others quite certainly, the personality
of the poet. But whether they are certain or uncertain,
they are none of them continuous,; they are isolated im-
pressons which can only be treated like sgparate pictures.
The searchlight of criticism can only fall hereand there,
likea spotlight, upon a particular spot; and that so briefly
that we cannot alwaysbeequally surethat the human figure
which we se is part of the human story which we study.

Thus, the very first figure we se is that of a boy in a
short cloak with a pair of black and red breeches who is
hanging about in some more or less menial capacity in
the house of the Countess of Ulster, who married Lionel
of Clarence, one of the sons of Edward the Third. There
is also an entry showing that he received a small sum 'for
necessaries at Christmas’; and we will hope that the
Countess of Ulster had proper ideas about what a boy's
necessaries at Christmas are. But the whale thing was on
a gnall scale, and seams to be suited to quite a subordin-
ate position, and we cannot be absolutely certain that
the boy in black and red bresches was father to the
man with whom we deal.
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Next, we have a much brighter glimpse, in much
broader daylight, of a very sharp-eyed and observant
young man, probably clad as a scutifer or subordinate and
assgant of some knight, walking about among the tents
and painted palisades of a medieval camp, gay with
heraldry; noticing especially the blazonry of one partic-
ular pavilion, and falling into talk with old soldiers or
heralds followers on the subject. The young man was
about twenty years old; the time was the year 1359; and
the place was the northern plains of France, stretching
from the poplars of Picardy to the vines of Champagne,
somewhere near the place where the road goes up to the
holy towers of Rheims. There is no doubt whatever that
this young man is that Galfridus Chaucer who filled up
the chinks in his chivalric or bureaucratic duties with a
few little literary exercises, admittedly not without merit.
The military campaign, in which hewas thus serving as a
soldier, was one of the lag efforts made by Edward the
Third in his later yearsto repeat the success, or recover
the crown of glory, which he had won at CrEcy long be-
fore. About it, as about much of that dying medieval
glory, there was an atmosphere of doom. It was prob-
ably felt by all that the first English triumphs could not
be recovered; though John of Gaunt's grandson was to
make yet another very gallant throw for it at Agincourt.
Anyhow, it ended in defeat, and Chaucer, fighting in the
defeated army, was taken prisoner.

Her e, however, we have thefirst really important light
on the leve of life, so to speak, on which he was by this
time living. Hewas not only ransomed, but ransomedby
a pretty large sum personally advanced by the King. It
is dlear that he was already a person of some distinction;
or at least a person of some promiseg; and it is most prob-
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able that he was connected with the King by the tie of
ome task or commisson, in which his own personality
counted. He was still only a young squire, at mogt;
but the Government was certainly employing the young
quire on ome particular busness In fact, it was a
matter of what may be called (in every snse) Intelligence.
It was asimportant then as now to havein the Intelligence
Department at leas one person of Intelligence. Such a
man is valued, and efforts will be made to rescue or to
ransom him. It seems dear at leagt that about the year
1360 and onwards, Chaucer, young as he was, was act-
ing as some sort of King's Messenger or bearer of dis-
patches between France and England.

In one of these foreign journeys, later on, he became a
friend of Froissart; and Froissart is the type of that time
and task in his life. Froissart is the higtorian who really
did know everything about chivalry; except the mog im-
portant thing: that what had turned into a Tour nament
had once been a Crusade. Courtesy was stooping to
courtliness: chivalry was entangled in heraldry; but much
of it was still worth learning; and anyhow these were the
things the young poet had to learn. | have already said
something of that flamboyant background of heraldry
againg which he gands. It isthe vividness of heraldry in
those days, and its vagueness in these days, which gives
itsamusing moral to thelittle incident that has often been
quoted; one of the few living incidentsin which the figure
of Chaucer can be seen for a moment walking alive in the
daylight. It happened, as noted, much later in his life;
but it recalls the romantic youth here in quegtion. The
fashionable world, as we should put it, was divided into
enthusagtic factions over a. quarrel which had arisen
about the legitimacy of a coat of arms, which then seemed
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amog as thrilling as the legitimacy of a child or a last
will and testament. The arms borne by the great Border
family of Scrope, in popular language a blue shidd with
a gold band acrossit (I can say 'azure a bend-or' quite as
prettily as anybody €sg) was found to have been alo
adopted by a certain Sr Thomas Grosvenor, then pre-
sumably the newer name of the two. The trial was con-
ducted with all the voluminous detail and seething excite-
ment of a Society divorce case reams and rolls of it, for
all I know, remain, in the records of the heraldic office,
for anybody to read if helikes; though | have my doubts
even about Garter King-at-Arms. But somewhere in
that pile of recordsthereisonelittle paragraph, for which
alone, perhaps, the world would now turn them over at
all. It merely dates that among a long list of withesses,
one 'Geoffrey Chaucer, gentleman, armed twenty-seven
years, had tegified that he saw the Golden Bend dis
played before Scropes tent in the battlefidd of France;
and that long afterwards, he had sopped some people in
the greats of London and pointed to the same escutcheon
displayed as a tavern sign; whereon they had told him
that it was not the coat of Scrope but of Grosvenor. This,
he said, was the first time he had ever heard tell of the
Grosvenors. Such small flashes of fact are so provocative,
that | can almog fancy he smiled as he said the last words.

Perhaps the chief interest of the incident is the reversal
of the relations between the witness and the trial; and
indeed between the witness and the world. Chaucer at
that moment was only of importance because he offered
testimony about Scropeand Grosvenor. Scropeand Grds-
venor at this moment are only of importance because they
elicited testimony from Chaucer. It isan old moral, and
obvious enough, that the fashion of this world passs
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away; yet we often find it hard to believe about the
fashion of this age. All that world of the heraldic and
the emblematic, full of many very noble meanings as well
as many very idle mummeries, has long been rolled away
like a scroll and vanished like a cloud; and we cannot
conceve that the world once thought all that nonsense
necessary. Yet we are not always eager to realize that all
which we call necessary may some day be called nonsense
It is amusing to reflect that some day the apocalyptic
newspaper files, with their huge headlines about The
First M an Who Flew Round TheWorld, or the Ameri-
can professor who thinks we can send wirdess waves to
Mars, will all seem to our descendants a dust of inde-
scribably dreary triviality; and that nobody will ever look
at the long-logt records, except to find a paragraph in a
corner, in which Mr. Laurence Binyon or Mr. T. S.
Eliot gave evidence about a motor-car collision.

In dealing with all such incidents in Chaucer's life, it
is unavoidable that we should have a very little fact to a
great deal of theory or hypothesis;, because it is impossble
to recover the details of his life, but not altogether im-
possble to recover a good many of the details of his time.
His appearance at the great Scrope and Grosvenor in-
quiry isentirely typical of all we know about him; of his
footing among the gentry, which was yet not quite that
of a conventional hereditary gentleman; of the confidence
that was undoubtedly placed in his word and wisdom, in
more important matters than this; of the good snse and
dearness which marked all his modes of expresson, and
would in any case have made him an excdlent witness,
and even of a certain cheerful curiosity about common
things, which made him gop in the street to find out the
truth about the new public-house sign. But, on thewhole,
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the difficulty of dealing with the life of Chaucer is that
there are so very few of these flashes of daylight, in which
the man himsef can be seen and snhapshotted, moving
about on his personal affairs. Almost all we know of him
comes from legal documents and official actions, not, as
is the caze with s0 many later poets, from contemporary
memoirs or personal letters. No man is more personal in
hiswork and more impersonal in his biography. So that,
while we can s through his own eyes with almogt start-
ling dearness, the Miller, blind and bloated and roaring
with drink, thrusting agde the M onk and making sure
of the second place in the series, or the Canon's Yeoman
overtaking the cavalcade at a rush, with the foam on
his horsgs bridle, there was no one presnt to shapshot
the figure of Chaucer himsdf, as he sood, sharp and
observant, outdde the blazoned tent in France or the
painted tavern in London.

But we do at leas know that the rulers observed his
observation, and were sharp enough to note his sharp-
nes He was trusted with diplomatic missons of great
dignity, and with some which were, perhaps, too import-
ant to be dignified. In other words, it looks as if some of
his foreign commissons had been of the nature of what
we call Secret Service; and anyhow there is no doubt that
he was deep in the sres of two, if not three Kings.
What we know of him publicly through his doffices is
entirely consonant with what we know of him personally
through his poems If there is one thing that we could
have guessed for oursdves, about the personality of the
post, it is that he would have made a perfectly adrfriiv
able diplomatist. The diplomatist of fiction and drama,
especially the diplomatist of melodrama, seems extra-
ordinarily unfitted for diplomacy. Heisrepresented as a
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rigid and dnister person, with a perpetual sneer, and a
background of assasdns and the Third Degree. What is
wanted in diplomacy is the careful cultivation of the exact
contrary of all this; and the exact contrary of all thiswas
Chaucer. The unshaken good temper which was com-
bined with his wide knowledge of the world, his ready
realization of the variety of human character, his per-
fectly genuine geniality towards mogt people, combined
with an equally genuine knowledge of the wesknesss of
mogs people, were exactly the qualities mos wanted in
that time of tangled feudal daims and touchy semi-
dependent vassals No man ever understood better that
it takes all sorts to make a world, or even to make a
pilgrimage. No man suffered fods more gladly, for he
did actually suffer them gladly; getting any amount of
gladness or gaiety out of his private observation of their
folly. He was a polished adept in the dangerous diplo-
matic art of really getting some fun out of funny people.

| shall deal on another page with the details of his
political fortunes, the later part of which is admittedly
covered with some obscurity. We are not certain of his
personal attitude to the palace revolution which replaced
the true Plantagenet by the ambitious son of John of
Gaunt. We know that John of Gaunt had been in a
general sne a patron of Chaucer, as of others; but it is
difficult to deduce from this all hisindividual views about
rather unforeseen changes in the next generation. For the
purpose of the present problem, it is enough to sy that
he never ceased to receive a certain amount of reward
and protection from the Court; though in his later years
he was somewhat poorer and less frequently in public
employment. He was not the kind of man to quarre if
he could help it, and, even in those quarresome days,
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none of the rulers seams to have finally or serioudy
quarreled with him. The end of their own increasing
quarrdsomeness he did not s but carried with him to
the lag something of the calmer splendour of the vic-
torious age of Edward. He died before the Wars of
the Roses.

| have summarized this chapter under the title of
public and private life; and the difficulty is that the poet
had a public life that was very much of a private life.
Nay, in one sns it was more private than his private
life. Wearenat in fact told very much about the personal
affairs of Geoffrey Chaucer; but what we are told we are
told quite frankly. The biography of Chaucer islost; but
it is not hidden. When he does happen to talk about
himsdf, he destribes himsdf quite as vividly as he de-
sribes everybody dse He makes fun of himsdf as he
does of everybody dse. The description is incomplete,
merely because there is not very much of it; and, like
mos light descriptions of the sort, it does not deal with
the mogt srious matters. But though there is not enough
of it to dexribe a complete person, it does not shrink
from being personal, in the ssnse in which we now speak
(generally with grave disapproval) about personalities.
Chaucer hastold us that he was fat, that he was reluctant
to get out of bed, that he was content on occason to look
very much of a foal, that he was thought to neglect his
neighbours for his craze for books and many other
things that are quite private and confidential as far as
they go. But he has told us nothing of what was really
private and confidential: and that was his work in the\
public service. Hewas practically by professon a diplom-
atist; and his diplomacy was a very scret diplomacy.
In al his maze of multitudinous words, in all his wander-
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ing paths of narrative and meditation, in all the thousand
things that he touches on as a poet, a philosopher, a
moralist and a humorist, he has not left one single word,
I think, which throws any light on those political missons
which the King his magter trusted him to conduct with
the princes of France or the great merchants of Italy.
His dlence is entirely creditable to him; it was doubtless
part of his code of honour as a public servant, especially
as a feudal servant; but it is not very helpful to his biog-
raphers. A little is known, merely because it was gener-
ally known, about the object of some of his journeys
abroad; but there are othersthat seem to me to have been
of the Secret Service that is really secret. But this con-
trast between his ease and gaiety on the subject of him-
«df, and his sobriety and slence on the subject of his
bugness, is very characterigtic of the man; and drikes
that note of balance, or the power of keeping two dif-
ferent condderations in the mind, which will later be
found a due to deeper things. Chaucer (as has been said)
was not so smple as he looked. It would be quite false
to say, in modern English, that his smplicity was doubled
by duplicity. But it would be quite true to say, in the
older Latin, that he was duplex; that is, that he could
think about two things at once This sort of noble and
honourable duplicity will later be found relevant to his
philosophy and his religion.

But the practical matter, for the moment, is that even
his public life was a private life. It isonly recorded in a
few official entries, and we have to depend upon these, or
upon things equally meagre, for much of our speculation
about all that was really more private, in the snse of
more personal. Perhaps this is mog notably the case in
the matter of the dates of his poems, a difficult matter
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which is somewhat doubtfully tested by the foreign in-
fluences brought in by his foreign travels. Thus, his
work was at onetime divided into aFrench and an Italian
period; just as his diplomatic career was divided into a
French and an Italian plan of movements. Later dis-
cussion has shown a tendency rather to turn on a dis-
tinction between the two Italian visits; many believing
that it was not until the second that he received anything
like the full Italian influence. These matters will be dealt
with later, not indeed in detail; for thereislittle that can
be called detail; but with reference to the real differences
between his French and English and Italian elements.
Here it is sufficient to fix the main facts as they concern
a biography, even if it be a literary biography. Chaucer
began his career as an envoy in foreign partswith certain
negotiations in France, referring probably to the pesce
after the disastrous war and to other things. In 1367, we
find him receiving a pension under the particular title of
valettus: a Court office which, quaintly enough, is some-
times translated as Valet and sometimes as Yeoman. It
would be hard to find two words which have strayed
farther from each other in their subsequent significance.
Anyhow, the next glimpse we have of the poet is that of
a ceremonia functionary, carrying a torch or lifting a
curtain, in the ordinary small rituals that surround royalty.
But it is plain that this was only a sort of interlude, and
his missions to France were soon followed by the first of
hismissionsto Italy. Itinvolved hisgoing abroad, appar-
ently aone, with a little money and some letters of ex-
change; and its full object perhaps will never be knowN.
In 1372 he went to parley with two citizens of Genoa
about a port in England suitable to the Genoese trade. It
is much debated, among Chaucerian critics, whether the
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great enthusasm he certainly showed later for Italian
literature came to him through this firg visit; but the
bes authorities now seem to think that all the really
valuable 'ltalianate’ work was done after the second visit
in 1378. Anyhow, his firg important work, which is not
Italianate at all, was the lament over the Duchess who was
the wife of John of Gaunt: and the quegtion of hisrelation
to the House of Lancaster would suffice to bring us back
to more practical and personal dements in his own life.

Among the very scrappy sraps that historians have
had to piece together, there is mention in the year 1366
of a certain Philippa Chaucer being one of the attendants
of the Queen. She was granted a pension, and later on
we find the pendon being paid through her husbhand
Geoffrey Chaucer. This has given rise to endles dis-
putes and difficulties; ranging from the suggestion that
Geoffrey had revived the family fancy for Chaucersmarry-
ing Chaucers, and married a cousin of the same surname,
to a degp and ddicate dispute about whether he could
possibly have been married in 1366, when a poem written
about that year expressss the sentiment of a disappointed
lover. Leaving the latter point for a moment, we may
note that the theory of any dose cousinship involves a
non-exisgent dispensation from Rome, and in any case
does not s.em necessary. The alternative theory favoured
is that he married Philippa de Roet; and if he did, a
really interesting Stuation arises

If he did, it would seam that two strides, both almost
accidental, really took him into a world far above his own.
For it so happened, merely by chance, that Philippa de
Roct's dger was engaged in John of Gaunt's family as a
governess, it ssemstoo probable that she became John of
Gaunt'smigress, and it is quite certain that she eventually
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became hiswife. Shewas histhird wife; and men at that
gage have often something a little senile about their
sentiment. But something seams totell us that she must
have been rather a remarkable woman, whether in a
pleasant or an unpleasant fashion; and it seams not alto-
gether unlikely that some remarkable qualitiesran in the
family. Perhaps there was aso something remarkable
about her sgter Philippa, that attracted the attention of
the mogt subtle judge of character in that age But be-
yond that, there ssamsvery little material for judgment.
What is much more to the point is however, that if this
identification be true, Chaucer had one wild leap of luck
apart from all hisservices By a sort of misalliance nobody
could have foreseen, the vintner's son became something
very like a brother-in-law of the Blood Royal.

The present writer is prayerfully conscious that he was
never meant to be a biographer; not having that eye for
detail which can trace a tenable theory among many
doubts. On the other hand, if unlearned in the more
recondite documents, he has in his time studied about
one thousand detective-stories, and is often sruck by
the resemblance between the ingenuity of their authors
and the ingenuity of the learned biographers. The true
biographer hunts down a hero as the romantic detective
hunts down a villain; tracking him, so to spesk, by lost
buttons and cigarette-ends, deducing his desgns from
his dightest scribbles or scraps of paper; drawing hints
from eavesdropping on his mogt casual conversational
remarks. Unfortunately, thereisafallacy in transferring
these talents to the task of biography. A decent detective-
gory isitself a sdected bundle of dues, with a few blinds
as carefully sdected as the dues. If therefore the reader,
or his romantic detective, finds that somebody has made
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a note of the latest train to Market Harborough, or ob-
srves omebody dse wave his hat towards a particular
window with a striped green blind, he knows that these
things have some connexion, however obscure or remote,
with the great problem of who hanged Admiral Bundleton
with his own bootlaces But when we are dealing with
the whole life of a real human being, and trying to trace
its outstanding events, it isnot in theleast necessary, it is
not in the leagt likely, that all the trivial incidents or
allusons will refer to outstanding events. M any of them
will refer to things that nobody can possbly discover,
after five hundred years, many to things that were next
to nothing even at the time; some actually to nothing at
all. But some of the illustrious Chaucerian scholars, to
whom the world owes such everlagting thanks for eluci-
dating the text and many of the true facts sometimes
sam to be unable to realize this reality. They cannot
believe that they are not deuths, following a trail that was
laid for them and cunningly darting upon dues that they
were meant to ss2 Whatever Chaucer does or says how-
ever idly or cardesdy, can be taken down and usad in
evidence againg him. Everything that could be an ex-
presson of his private fedings is supposed to refer to his
private life. Anything, that could be twisted into the ex-
presson of an intention, mugt be an intention that he
srioudy entertained; anything like an intention that he
srioudy entertained must be an intention that he actually
carried out. If he says anything, anywhere, in any con-
nexion, referring to marriage, he must be referring to his
own marriage. If he says after writing a tragedy, that he
would rather like to write a comedy, it must be some
comedy that he actually wrote. If he should happen to
sy, or even happen to make one of his characters say,
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that he does not like the subject of some story, it must
mean that he does not like a particular rival poet, who
happens to have told the story. If he makes one of his
characters claim to have gone somewhere where he him-
sdf actually went, then the fictitious character must be
meant for a portrait of himsdf. This sort of hunting for
hints is wonderfully exciting and very prdfitable and
edifying—in murder-stories. But it is not human; and it
has no relation to real human life. And when they come
towhat isin fact the very foggiest and most fanciful phase
of human nature, young love and sentiment about the
other s, they become all the more ruthlesdy like palice-
men on the pounce.

Chaucer wrote a poem, apparently an early poem,
called 'An Exclamation of the Death of Pity*. It is all
about a young gentleman being in love with a young
lady, and talking about her to various other people, alle-
gorical and otherwise, in the medieval manner; and com-
plaining expecially that pity is dead and there is no hope
of the fulfilment of his dream; which certainly ssams a
rather dreamy sort of dream. But the mos eaborate
scaffolding of scientific dates and details has been erected
on this chance metrical exercise of Chaucer; calculations
about when he was married; about whether it could have
been written after hewasmarried; about whether, in that
case, it provesthat hewas unhappily married; calculations
about the date of his falling in love, the date of hisfalling
out of love, and (of course) the exact identity of the only
possble lady whom he could ever have loved. | may be
very irresponsble, but all this ssams to me to be extra-
ordinarily wide of the mark, touching a man's actual life
in this vale of tears. | should imagine that there never
was a man, not actually convinced of a vocation of vir-
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ginity somewhere about the age of seven, who had not
had enough in the way of day-dreams and dairyings to
have written such sentimental verse by the age of seven-
teen. Sentimental verse of that sort has been written
about atotal stranger; about a face seen in a crowd; about
a person who did not exigt at all. Yet all this subjective
sde of youthful poetry ssems to be entirely forgotten,
because we are trying to make an objective biography of
Chaucer out of any objects lying about; as the buttons
and cigarettes lie about in the murder-story.

Now thefact isthat youthful brooding isso subjectivethat
it hardly even neads a subject. Certainly its literary sdf-
expresson can often be quite eadly transferred to another
subject. The poet preserves what the lover has forgotten;
and many a famous love-poem may have been begun
about one lady and finished about another. The time at
which it was published is no clue to the time at which it
was written. Thetime at which it was written is no clue
tothethemethat it waswritten about. Savein a few very
vivid and personal examples, the theme may have even
begun and ended in thought. And it ssams to me very
unfair to Mrs. Geoffrey Chaucer to deduce, in a detective
manner, that her hushand was unhappy with her; or that
her husband was unfaithful to her; or indeed that there
was anything whatever the matter with either of them,
from anything so flimsy as the fact that her husband is
the author of some rather artificial loveverses, that he
might have written to anybody at any time, or touched
up at any time, or decided to publish at any time.

Some of the other evidences that have been found
before now, by detectives hovering round the Chaucer
household, are much more ridiculous than this. Some-
body found a confesson of domestic tragedy in the fact
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that Chaucer confessed that he was a little liable to be
cross with the voice that woke him up too early in the
morning. This may have been a tribute to his dreams,
though more probably to his taste for dreamless deep;
but it can hardly be regarded as a very definite and de-
tailed criticism of his daily or domedic life. As to the
hundred and onejestsand jeersthat arethrown through-
out his works at women or wives or marriage, they do
not differ from the ordinary conventional joke of Mrs.
Caudle's Curtain Lectures, or the picture of any hen-
pecked hushand in Punch, except in being much more
refined. For the author of the Miller's Tale was re-
fined. That is, he could be refined; and a good many
modern writers are most coarse and clumsy when they
intend to be refined. These jokes certainly prove nothing
either way about the happiness of his marriage. Such
jokes have been made by hundreds and thousands of
happy and unhappy husbands, and fill all thelibrariesof the
world. The peoplewho write them think they are funny;
they write them because they think they are funny; not
because they dexribe exactly the facts of their own
private lives. There seans in short, to be a curious
oblivion of the purdy literary reasons for literature.
Poetry generally comes out of the poet's life, as distinct
from his biography; not out of what he did, but of what
he thought when he was doing nothing; not out of the
sf that he expressad in working or wiving or flirtings
but of the sdf that he could only expressin writing. Cer-
tainly he does not st down and keep a diary in verse, with
all the details relevant and realigic. That is not the way
poetry is written. But it ssams to be the way biography
is written.

| therefore delicately deprecate the idea of biographers
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thus appearing as detectives, epecially as that not very
superior sort of detective employed to collect evidence for
a divorce between Mr. and Mrs. Chaucer, five hundred
years after their death. | do not know whether M r. and
Mrs. Chaucer were happy or unhappy. Apparently it has
not occurred to our bright psychologists that they were
probably both. There seams to be a certain lack of vivid-
ness in envisaging what marriage is like, as well as what
poetry is like. But, as Professor Pollard has justly said,
what evidence there is rather points to Chaucer having
been both happier and more religious and respectable
while his wife was alive than afterwards. It is more to
the point that he was apparently poorer afterwards.
Which may be rather a compliment to the wife.

| have said that | attach very little importance to the
merely exclamatory or flippant phrasss on which the
theory of the podt's conjugal tragedy has been based. It
isa good rough rule with Chaucer to trandate him into
modern English, or a paralld modern passage The pas
sage about his wife waking him up might be rendered
more or less correctly thus: 'A voice woke me up, rather
as somebody 1 needn't mention very often does wake me
up; but then, you see the voice was very mild or gentle,
s0 | knew it wasn't my wife.! That remark might passin
the patter of any comedian, or the half-impersonal con-
fessons of any comic writer, without being supposed to
throw any very blazing or blasting light on the actual
misery of his actual marriage. And this is perhaps the
mogt postive and pointed of the purély literary allusons
that have been usad for this purpose. But it is only right
to add that there is one piece of actual record, that is not
merely a piece of literature or a lark, which can be inter-
preted in the snse that the poet had been practically mis-
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behaving himsdf. It is a rather myserious legal docu-
ment in which a young woman named Cecilia de Chaum-
paigne rdeasss a Geoffrey Chaucer from his legal liability
in some charge of abducting or eloping. It is quite poss
ible, of course, that the matter was concerned with some
real wrong, though this does not fully explain it. The
woman presumably had some reason for having once in-
volved Chaucer (if it was Chaucer) in the affair. It is
equally true, on that argument, that she presumably had
some reason for releasing him from it. The best Chaucer -
ian authorities seem to think that it was not exactly a per-
sonal matter, but part of one of those curious family con-
spiracies for getting hold of people and marrying them to
other sdected people, which were rather a recurrent scan-
dal in those times; in one caxe of which Chaucer's own
father had been thevictim. Quite apart from morality, in
which any man may fail, it was not at all typical of Chau-
cer's temperament to engage in any persona or isolated
violence or lawlesness and it is certainly the only mark
of the sort againg his name. It is possble that he might
play something like the part of Pandarus to some Troilus
in hisown marrying and remarryingfamily; it ssemsmore
probablethat hewould play the part of mentor or moder a-
tor; hence, possbly, the special pardon to himsdf. There
may have been amos any sort of complicated comedy of
relations; there may have been smply a bad break and no-
thing dse. The incident forms the mogt thrilling and en*
tertaining chapter in that Possble Life of Geoffrey Chau-
cer, which | am not writing and do not intend to write.

We have sen that Chaucer'sfirgt Italian misson wasto
Genoa; it has been conjectured that he went from thereto
Padua, where it would have been possblefor him to mest,
as he certainly would have wished to meet, the most
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famous and in one snethe fird poet of the age. Petrarch
was in Padua at the end of 1372; and there is certainly
something at least like a coincidence in the fact that hewas
then turning into Latin the same story of Griselda which
Chaucer later turned into English. This (if one may say
s0) seans to me a good example of the difference between
reasonable and unreasonable deduction from our frag-
mentary documents. There is a real objective concrete
coincidence or convergence of facts or at any rate ap-
proximation of facts, in Chaucer, Genoa, Padua, Petrarch
and Grisdda, plus the fact that the Clerk of Oxford, in
tellingthetale of Griselda, actually mentions Petrarch and
Padua. Any one of these things might happen without
any connexion; but it is odd that they were all connected.
But when people pass from this to saying that Chaucer
mugt have meant the Clerk of Oxford for himsdf, or
rather a double of himsdf (seeing that he already hap-
pened to be present in his own person), and when they
mix up Chaucer's gossiping greediness for all sorts of
books with the concentration on Aristotle which isa part
of the character of the Oxford Schoolman and philosopher,
they go a great deal too fagt and indulge in fancy. No two
Canterbury Pilgrims can ever be confused for a moment;
and theClerk of Oxford is the Clerk of Oxford, and Chau-
cer isvery emphatically Chaucer. Nevertheless, Chaucer
was interested in philosophy; beddes being, in a really
natural ssnsg, a natural philosopher.

It isvery possble therefore that Chaucer did here enter
for thefirg timeinto that golden air of the Roman culture
that was soon to be the golden air of the Renaissance, at
the gates of which, crowned with laurel, sood great Pet-
rarch clad in gold. That washow he ssemed, at leadt, to
his contemporariesto stand; and Chaucer certainly did not
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fail to admirehim, however soon or late he began to imi-
tate him; but he ssams to have admired Dante more,
though he could hardly be expected to imitate him better.
Whether there be any connexion or no between the two
turns of his fate, it is certain that the misson to Italy was
like a golden gate for the practical prosperity of Chaucer.
Hisreal period of wealth, publicimportanceand (it isfair
to add) public industry, sretches from that &. George's
Day in 1374, when the great English poet received from
the English King the highly symbalic pitcher of wine
(which he afterwards turned into a pendon), right away
pag the death of King Edward in 1377 to the time of the
revolt of Gloucester in the coundils of his grandson. In
the summer of the same year he became Comptroller of
the Cugoms and Subgdy of Wools, Skins and Tanned
Hidesin the Port of London, and his salary ssamsto have
been augmented by a variety of other payments, in arather
patchwork fashion; by a penson from John of Gaunt; two
wardshipswhich carried remuneration, and a gecial grant
from the King on some wool forfeited for non-payment of
duty. He then went on another foreign misson to Flan-
ders, of a smaller and secret sort, and we find that in such
cas he was allowed to appoint deputies for his official
work. But, in the ordinary way, hewasa good hard-work-
ing official. It isapparent in everything, from such details
as we know about thework itself to the particular tone of
the relief he expresses at having balanced his ledgers and
gone back to his books. In that way he was a good busi-
nes man; though perhaps rather of the type that is a
better busgness man for his employers than for himsdf.
It is a type not uncommon among good-tempered, ab-
dracted, secretly imaginative men; the type that goes on
for years as an excdlent Government Office clerk, but
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when onceit is superannuated and at leisure, is not always
wie in dealing with its own hobbies or investments.
Ther e has been much talk about whether the breakdown
in Chaucer's fortunes, and the relative poverty that fell
upon him, was entirely due to the later political accident
which turned him for atime out of office It has been sug-
gested, for ingtance, that a hobby of Astrology, accom-
panied by a more expensive hobby of Alchemy, ran away
with a great deal of his money. In this connexion only
two facts can be noted in a mere skeleton of facts like the
present. First, Chaucer ssems to have had a son named
Lewis; presumably by Philippa Chaucer, who is thought
to have died about 1387. Chaucer wrote for his son a
little treatise on the Astrolabe, treating that scientific in-
strument very much as a toy, and definitely stating that,
whatever there may be in agronomy, there is precious
littlein astrology. This has been held to refer to a griev-
ance againg such medieval experiments. But it seems to
me quite sufficiently explained by the fact that Chaucer
was a Chrigtian and a Cathalic, with plenty of common
snseand an acquiescencein the Chur ch's protest against
the superdtitions of fatalism and doom. Even if he had not
been sensble enough to be orthodox on that subject, a
man of his nature would certainly be specially orthodox
when writing something for his own child. That might
not have prevented him playing thefool with sham stences
himsdlf; but thethingis quiteunproved. Theother proof
offered is the very violent exploson againg the fraud and
rascality of Alchemy in the Canon's Yeoman's Tale,
which sounds to some good critics like the real recital of
areal wrong. We cannat tell whether Chaucer had this
experience; we can be quite certain that he had this
conviction.
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His seoond Italian mission first arrests the attention by
bringing in certain figures who counted for a good deal,
ether in life or literature. Wefind here certainly, for the
firgt time, that he was a dose friend of his famous con-
temporary, the poet Gower; for he left Gower as a deputy
to look after his affairs Here we have ancther of thee
typical fancies, that have hardened into theories; the
theory of the broken friendship and subsequent quarrel of
the two medieval poets. Their redation is of some historical
interest, but this sort of guesswork is very unhistorical.
We can only speculate on the friendship. Chaucer was a
man for whom the world teemed with quiet fun, as it says
in the comic opera; and | have often wondered whether he
felt the full irony of the patronage to which men such ashe
are subject. | do not mean the royal or feudal patronage,
which was smply a part of the social order of the time,
which a sengble man of his type would probably accept as
we acoept policemen or postmen. It was consdered part
of the province of a prince to support artists and such odd
people; and, though the thing had obvious abusss there
was something to be said for it, if we compare it in all
aspedts with the problem of the best-sdler or the man
who darvesin Fleet Street. But | mean that more subtle
patronage that is extended to poets by poets, and not by
patrons. There is always something a little quaint in that
relation of the rich artist and the poor artist; or the old
artist and the young artist; or the successful artist and the
other who is not as yet successful. It is recorded with
rather savage irony in Mr. Bdloc's sketch of 'The Good
Poet and the Bad Poet'. Remember that Hayley as a poet,
and not merely Hayley as a squire, was in a postion to
patronize Blake. Thereisa grim humour in the fact that
aman like Swift felt bound to mention a man like Temple
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as a literary leader, and not merely as a social protector.
Thepractical patrons of Chaucer did not, sofar as| know,
appear ad as the rivals of Chaucer. At leas | never
heard of John of Gaunt dropping into poetry; or Henry
of Bolingbr oke capping The Canterbury Taleswith alittle
thing of his own. But the thing has more subtle forms
when it comes from the sniors of the school of letters;
from thosewho are, for any reason, considered mor e estab-
lished, or more learned, or more in the official limelight,
than a mere gray genius. | have always felt that there was
a touch of this in the attitude of Ben Jonson to Shake
speare. | am pretty sure there was a touch of it in the
attitude of Gower to Chaucer.

John Gower ssams to have had a vaguely national or
official function, which was never entirely accorded to
Chaucer, for all his laureateship and his butt of sack.
Shakespeare, following some tradition of tragedy, and
mor e expecialy of morality, usss the name for the funereal
figure appearing before the curtain as a Prologue or pro-
phet of woe and wisdom, to draw all the proper morals
from the higtorical plays, as if it were the name of the
licensad and labelled moralist of English literature. Chau-
cer addressss him as 'O moral Gower', distinguishing
him, in a departmental manner, from 'the philosophical
Strode', whose province was presumably philosophy. But
the ddicate difference of tone appears when we pass from
what Chaucer said to Gower to what Gower said to Chau-
cer. Gower was thoroughly friendly; entirely affable. He
saysthat Chaucer ishispoet; but healso saysthat Chaucer
is his disciple and even 'his own clerk', who has taken
down many of his thoughts, perhaps in somewhat lighter
language. And in his doubtless sncere compliment to
Chaucer's verse, we have exactly the same suggestion as
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that made by many graver poets about Shakespeare and
his warbling of wood-notes

Of dytees and of songes glade
The whiche he for my sake made.

One would not sy that the graver poes disapprove of
cheerfulness in the minor poets, but they mention it.
Chaucer, like Matthew Arnold in Max's caricature, was
not at all times whally serious. Without claiming to have
read every lineand word of the moral Gower, which would
be a boagt of no little hardihood, | suspect that he was
for the mogt part, whally serious When | hint that it is
barely possble that Chaucer saw some humour in all this,
| do not mean to discredit the view that the two poets
were friends. They were both, in their way, men of good
will, and one of them was conspicuoudy a man of good
humour. That sort of friendship need not go wrong, un-
less both the friends treat it wrongly. Blake abused Hay-
ley like a pickpocket; but then Blake was as hard to please
as Hayley was tactless in pleasing. Chaucer was not at all
hard to pleae It iswritten all over hiswork that he was
very easy to please George Macdonald finely said that
God is easy to pleae and hard to satisfy; and there is
something of that in many great men. | can beieve that
Chaucer was pleassd with Gower's patronage, though |
rather doubt if he was satisfied with Gower's poetry.
These being the human and rather humorous proba*
bilities of the case the ingenious melodrama of the morYal
quarrel of the poets has apparently been made up merely
out of onechanceremark in The Canterbury Tales. It isthe
characterigic remark of Chaucer that he didikes sories of
which the subject is some horrible perverson or monsros
ity; hementions one such legend, which does happen to
no
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have been dealt with by Gower. Wecan only say that this
might conceivably have led to a quarrel; but | can find no
direct evidence that it ever did. To say it could only have
been written because of a quarrel ssems to me smple
nonense For the rest, Gower's place in the biography is
that of the friend whom Chaucer left to represent him
when he went to Italy for the second time : that second
visit which introduced him to other historical persons
of importance; notably to Bernabo Visconti of Milan,
whose tragedy attracted the sympathy of Chaucer, as re-
mains recorded in the Monk's Tale. He was not long
in Italy this time, but mog critics hold that he saw more
books and manuscripts and received then his real intro-
duction to Italian letters. There seams to follow an ex-
panding leisure and importance at home; he was given a
new Comptrollership; hewas ableto appoint a permanent
deputy for his old Comptrollership, and in the same year,
1385, he was made a Jugtice of the Peace for Kent, and
in thefollowing year a M ember of Parliament, asKnight
of the Shire for Kent. Thus he ssems to sdtle down and
spread himsdf in that very English landscape through
which he and his great company will ride for ever; when
there came the sharp turn in his destiny and something
even like disagter.

Richard the Second, the grandson of the old King, had
cometothethroneasamereboy; though arather remark-
able boy, to judge by the presence of mind and ingtinct, at
once princely and popular, with which in his boyhood he
faced and pacified the Peasant Rising. But he naturally
auffered from uncles; generally either from John of Gaunt,
the Duke of Lancager, or from his other uncle, the Duke
of Gloucester. Lancaster went abroad, leaving his prote-
g6s unprotected; Gloucester seized the power and amost
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the person of the young King, and in the overturn Mr.
Geoffrey Chaucer lost all hiscomfortablejobs, which were
given to the Gloucester party. There follow clear indica-
tions that he had fallen on evil days. He obtains protec-
tion for ayear against being sued for debts; he sdls some
of his pensions for cash down. Relatively to his previous
prosperity, his comparative poverty seems to have con-
tinued till his death. But relatively to these first pressing
years of poverty, immediately after Gloucester's palace
revolution, he makes a very considerable recovery; and
sems to have received royal help once more, whenever
hereally requiredit. For Richard the Second, ayear after
he had become aman, determined to become aKing. He
suddenly rent the rod of office from Gloucester; sum-
moned back John of Gaunt, and resumed that sort of rule
which Victorian historians always called despotic, especi-
ally when it was slightly democratic. The effects of this,
and of hisultimatefall, on English history werevery great
and have been considered elsewhere. But the effects on
Geoffrey Chaucer were very practical and consoling; for he
was appointed Clerk of the Works in the repairing of the
greatest public buildings: the Tower of London and the
Palace of Westminster, and St. George's Chapel at Wind-
sor. He was later made a commissioner for the repair of
high-roads, and though thesejobsdid not last indefinitely,
he was never entirely neglected after the return of John
of Gaunt. Richard the Second gave him a new pension
in 1394, and later a tun of wine. Fortunately, aso, even
the fall of King Richard, which changed so many things,
did not change this partial recovery of Chaucer's more
moderate prosperity. Whatever ese Henry Bolingbroke
was, he was John of Gaunt's son, and had no quarrel with
his father's old poet. He sent him a fresh pension in
112
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response to the humorous melancholy of the poe's 'Com-
plaint to his Purse’; and with this Chaucer passd his last
days in peace. But his lagt days had come. He died just
after he had moved into a house near . Mary's Chape,
from which he is said to have looked out in his lag hours
on the gardens and the great roof of the Abbey.

M or e than one portrait of Chaucer remains to give a
general idea of his appearance, though that was the time
of the first beginnings of portraiture in paint, at least in
this country, as Chaucer himselfmay be called the begin-
ning of portrait-paintingin literature. The pictures we
have represent him as hewas in later life, when the Host
of the Tabard chaffed him on his soutness 1t would be
interesting to have an earlier impression, touching the
days when he was light on his feet, and knew fighting
and foreign travel, yet had already what was called his
elvish face and the pleasant shyness that covered so much
sharpness. The best existing portrait is that published by
the poet Occleve, to illustrate one of his own poems It
shows the head in a black hood againg a green ground;
two tufts of grey beard and a wisp of whitish hair
rather recall, at leas to modern asodations the evish
comparison; but the face is sober and benevolent, not
without something of that deepiness touched with dy-
ness that is the mood of much of his later work. Red
cords on his dress support writing materials and he ap-
pears to be carrying a rosary; at lead, asit is certainly a
string of beads it ssams mogt likely that it is arosary. For
| cannot suppose that Chaucer's quarrel with the Friar,
even if it went to the point of assault and battery, would
have prevented him from carrying what has been called
theLayman's Breviary, devoted totheVirgin towhom he
had so much devotion, merely because the instrument
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happens to have been invented by St. Dominic. However
that may be, the portrait is unmistakably a portrait; the
person unmistakably a person. And it is easy to imagine
the old man, in much that habit and condition, pottering
about the Gothic lanes of Westmingter, until he died,
amog to a day (it is conjectured), coincidently with the
death of the flamboyant, toppling and tottering fourteenth
century.

Hewas buried, aswe all know, in Westminster Abbey;
the first of the poets to lie in Poets Corner. There have
been differences about the tomb, of late Gothic design,
that still covers his bones but it is certainly so far a
genuinely Gothic thing, that it is the only thing in that
Corner that suggess the idea of a corner. The more
modern monuments do not sugges the sort of persons
who would be content in any ca® to remain in corners.
Even if it were erected much later, and not in the bes
medieval manner, it is o far medieval that it does sug-
gest that the buried man is buried; not that he is im-
patiently and prematurely resurrected before the Resur-
rection. Even here we fed something of that communis
sntentia, or medieval common sense which was so much
lessrhetorical, and ther efore so much morereally rational,
than the rational eighteenth century. Few will deny that
the figures which fill the Abbey to-day, mostly the relics
of the eighteenth century, are in their nature rather rhe-
torical. | do not mind such rhetoric in its place; but J
doubt if its place is a Gothic church, and | think it is
made to look rather slly by the slent presnce of the
Gothic tomb. The latter ssams to say, in the language of
a smpler time, that Galfridus Chaucer had lived his life,
and this monument commemorated his death; and that,
salva fide, there was an end of it. He had swaggered a
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little in his day, and that cheerfully and pleasantly; but
he does not swagger solemnly in his death. He had served
in arms, and been among swords and soldiers; but he does
not stand wildly waving a sabre and bestriding a cannon,
like General Sir Peveril Potts, whose services in the cam-
paign before the Peace of Utrecht will leap to all our
memories. He had done his best for his country in diplo-
matic negotiations with foreigners, and settled several
questions of royal ransoms or marriages of considerable
importance in their day; but he does not stand grasping
a scroll or pointing to a map like the Right Hon. Benjamin
Buffle, whose patriotic virtues have boiled over from his
tomb in billows of bloated marble. He hadwritten alittle
thing or two that some have admired; but he does not
lean elegantly on an urn or look up at a laurel or invoke
an invisible Muse, as does theimmortal Timmins, whose
works were so widely read by the fashionable world in
the Age of Reason. He does not strike any attitudes as
do the varied representatives of that remarkable company;
including, | believe, fiveor six professional politicians and
one butler; probably the most respectable person present.
He does not offer any remarks, by means of post-mortem
pantomime or sculptured signal or gesticulation. He lies
prostrate as when death struck him down; in the last dark
instant when he cried upon Christ.
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Chapter 1V
The Garden of Romance

haucer advances into the light of literary history

out of a forest of tangled traditions, trandations,

imitations, partial imitations and patchwork col-
laborations, like a figure emerging from that chequered
and glimmering fores of dreams in which such medieval
figures so often walk; in which a half-human figure will
carry two faces under a hood of allegory, and haunting
half-recognizable voices speak from behind the golden
masks of the gods. M ost people realize more or lessthe
curious sort of communism in culture that prevailed in
those days Sonie, however, hardly realize that there were
two sdestoit. Many medieval trandatorsreally werein-
venting, even while they were trandating—or stealing.
While the modern egoist has the rather petty prudence of
Polonius, and will neither a borrower nor a lender be, the
medieval traditional trandator would often lend aswell as
borrow. Wefirst find a poem and read it asif it were an
original; and then are surprised to find that it is a rather
doetrandation. Then weread it asatrandation, and are
surprised again to find that it contains a great deal that is
purely original. It is hard to say which of the two would
seem the stranger, in the case of any strong and sincere
talent to-day. Modern writers are intense individualists,
and certainly none more so than the Socialists. If Mr.
Bernard Shaw, say, or some more impatient intellect of
recent times, had just begun his literary career, he cer-
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tainly would not begin it by writing laborious English
versions of the longest novels of Tolstoy. But still less,
if possible, would he add to the length of the works of
Tolstoy long passages entirely invented by Bernard Shaw.
We should not find the whole dramatic story of Candida
somehow embedded in the story of Anna Karenina. We
should not find all the best speechesin Arms and the Man
put into the mouths of moujiks, in the retreat from M os-
cow described in War and Peace. And that is exactly how
the medieva trandlators used to go on. At thefirst glance,
they almost seem to be publishing somebody else's book
as their own. At the second glance, they seem to be gra-
tuitously giving away their own work to improve some-
body else's book. It cannot be understood without call-
ing up avanished world of the community of thoughtsand
themes, in which atale or atopic was in some sense s&t up
like atarget; in which a romantic story was rather like a
smoking-room story, which can be told over and over
again, with variations by different story-tellers. One au-
thor did not so much rob the other as enrich the other.
These ragged Northern poets may have taken refuge in
theruins of Greek templesor Italian villas, but not merely
in the manner of bats and owls; they repaired the ruins
not merely with new stones, but with precious stones.
They often wore second-hand clothes; but they patched
the old garment, not only with new cloth, but with cloth
of gold.

It is necessary, to start with, to make this point clear
about the spontaneity and sincerity of the translator. In
this, even more than other things, the modern change has
chilled the sense of scde or grandeur in Chaucer. There
exists a fine French ballade, addressed to Chaucer by a
contemporary in France; lauding hiswork up to the skies
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with awarmth it would beimpossbleto doubt; and it has
for arefrain, like a burst of boisterous salutation: 'Grant
trandateur! noble Geffroy Chaucier.’ Some English
critics have been a little sniffy (I can use no other word) in
receiving this fervent foreign compliment; because it ap-
pears to decribe Chaucer merely as a trandator. On the
other hand, a brilliant French critic, who does full justice
to the poet otherwisg, has in this matter also a faint sug-
gestion of siffiness (I apologize again to the academy of
pure English), in so far as he ssams to insst that Chaucer
was merely a trandator; touching certain works of which
much has been made. Chaucer was a trandator; but his
French critic ssams to me to miss his countryman's full
meaning in speaking of a great trandator. It is not easy
nowadays to think of the thing on quite that scale; partly
because it is badly paid; partly because it is badly done.
Talking of 'a great trandator’ sounds like talking of 'a
great scrivener’, or 'a great stenographer’. But thisis to
leave out that vital medieval virtue; the enthusasm of the
trandator, his primary motive of admiration; sometimes
admiration for the author; sometimes smply admiration
for the subject. It will be necessary to note, in another
connexion, that it is indeed impossible to trandate poetry,
in the sne of finding a precise equivalent to poetical
language. But it is none the less possble to be inspired
towrite fine native verse by the inspiration of fine foreign
verse, or sometimes, even, of dight foreign verse Indeed,
| am disposad to sugpect that a trandation is always either
much greater or much smaller than the original. Now
ome of Chaucer's trandations were much greater than
the original. All of them were, in arather curious snsg,
more original than theoriginal. All of them seem to move
quite naturally in English poetry; though English poetry,
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in a manner of speaking, had only just begun to move.
Indeed trandations of thisold natural sort do ssem tofind
it easy to get naturalized. 'Drink to me only with thine
eyes, is not less a lyric essentially English because it is
taken, amog line by line, from the Greek. 'When lovely
woman gtoops to folly', is none the less an English poem
because it was taken, amost word for word, from the
French. But in the cae of Chaucer we are dealing with
something much deeper than the eighteenth-century senti-
ment of Goldsmith or therobust pedantry of Ben Jonson.
He was often dealing with those profound intelectual
passons that concern themsdves with the ultimates of
the universe; with the philosophy that is even prior to
poetry. He was moved to trandate the original, he was
moved to make the trandation greater than the original,
not by personal rivalry, or even by personal admiration,
but by what he himsdf would call the primum mobile, or
Great Mover of all hearts and heads, by a direct appeal,
not to the original, but to the origin.

Those who do not happen to understand these emo-
tions are at a disadvantage in the matter. This appears
very clearly, for ingance, in a composition which is gene-
rally placed by scholarsamong Chaucer'searly works, and
iscertainly among histraditional works. | mean thealpha-
betical address to the Blessad Virgin, commonly called
Chaucer's A B C . The French critic, to whom | have
referred, pins the matter down to the single poinr Shat
this poem is undoubtedly a copy of a smilar French
prayer, written by a French priest. He ssams to make
everything turn on the fact that the French pries wrote
the poem in short lines, and the English poet was wise
enough to widen them into long lines. In other words,
while admitting the artistic effect, he tends to insinuate
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that it is an artificial effect. He congratulates Chaucer as
an artist or artificer; but he congratulateshim upon having
sected a more ingenious form of verse, or made an ex-
periment in metre. But this sort of technicality is not ten-
able in the presence of the poem itsdf. At leadt, it is not
enough to satify any one with a strong snse of poetry.
Theoriginal French poem isan honest but somewhat bald
gatement in very short lines; the first line being *A toy
du mondelerefui'. Chaucer merely turns hismind to the
same subject, and burgs out, 'Almighty and all-merciable
Queen !" You do not produce that sort of line by counting
the syllables.

Chaucer is not expanding his metre; he is expanding
himsdf. He is expanding his lungs and his heart, like a
man stretching out his arms in the pattern of the cross
Heonly breaks out of the framework of the French metre,
because there was not room in it to stretch hisarms. The
mere words, as they stand, call up the image of a man so
standing; and making some such wide gesture of wor ship.
Of course, having once created his lyric metre, by merely
breaking into hislyric cry, he hasto sugtain it throughout
the poem, like any other poet; and sometimes sudains it
with some difficulty, or (what is worsg) with too great in-
genuity; aso like any other poet. But the poem is not a
piece of ingenuity; certainly not a piece of metrical in-
genuity. Itisan original poem, in the snse that the emo-
tions have their origin in the poet, and not merely in the
other poet whose work he had read. | know that; as |
know when alove-song is a love-song; or whether adrink-
ing song could really be sungin chorus. Luckily or un-
luckily, as the case may be, this is a curious kind of love-
song. The writer quoted above, remarks, in a tone not
uncommon also among some of the English writers on

120



The Garden of Romance

the subject: 'The learned critic Ten Brink, basng his
opinion on this prayer as well as some other efusons
addressed to the Virgin Mary, which are to be found in
Chaucer's work, concluded that he mus have passd
through a period of intense devotion, more especially to-
wards the Virgin Mary. That is posshle!

It is. It does occur from time to time. | do not quite
under stand why Chaucer mus have 'passed through' this
fit of devotion; as if he had Mariolatry like the meades
Even an amateur who has encountered the malady may be
allowed to testify that it does not usually visit itsvictim for
a brief 'period'; it is generally chronic and (in some sad
caxs | have known) quite incurable. And as Chaucer's
work, practically beginning with trandations like the
A BC, practically endswith the almost excessve devotion-
alism of the Parson's Tale, and has any number of de-
votional dedlarations scattered between the two, | cannot
under stand why his very normal European religion should
only be allowed to him during one peculiar period of de-
lirium. But in any casg the point that concerns us here
isthat Chaucer wrotea poem aswell asatrandation. Itisa
poetical poem, not because of itsrelation toitsoriginal, but
because of its relation to its subject. It is full of linesthat
have a certain large and liberal majesty, because they are
filled with the greatness of the occasion: 'Glorious maid and
mother, which that never were bitter, neither in theearth
nor sea'—'O very light of eyen that ben blind, O very lust
of labour and distress—'And bringest him out of the
crooked street; whoso theeloveth, heshall not lovein vain.'
If this were a trandation of a heathen hymn to the sun, it
would still be the sort which a man only writes by staring
at the sun. If this were a Scandinavian song of the seq,
it would be one which a man writes by knowing the sea,
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and not merely by knowing the Scandinavian song-book.
And the purély literary moral, apart from any moral moral,
of all this passage in the poet's life, is that he was already
emphatically a poet, even if he was gill a trandator. He
isa poet because hesings, because he openshislungsand
liberates his soul by a resounding and rhythmic utterance,
the expresson of love or admiration or pasionate amaze-
ment. It is a primary and not secondary expression; as
would be proved in answering the quetion: 'But what is
he admiring? Is he singing out in admiration of Guil-
laume de Deguileville, of Chalis, the original snger of
the French ABC? No; not at themoment. Heissinging
to the snger of the Magnificat.

| have begun with this example, not because it is chro-
nologically the first, or perhaps even one of the fird,
examples of that dependence on tradition in which Chau-
cer's work begins, but because it is a clear and compact
case of the way in which a man may easly be expressing
the mogt pogtive and even passonate fedings of his own,
and yet be technically a traditional type of trandator.
This double truth runs through the whole of the work
of Chaucer, the whole of the work rightly or wrongly
attributed to Chaucer, and indeed through the whole of
the works of his contemporaries, which are not by Chau-
cer at all. The disputes about the actual chronology of
Chaucer's firg writings are such that the mogt learned
are those, confessadly, who know that they know nothing
The controversy is extraordinarily complex, becaussof
this communal character in medieval literature which |
have already mentioned. When he was ogensbly writ-
ing an original poem, he thought nothing of quoting at
enormous length from anybody who happened to interest
him, for any reason. When he was avowedly writing a
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trandation, of a recognized L atin or French original, he
thought nothing of putting in chunks of Chaucer which
arenot in theoriginal at all. But this part of the problem
presents itself firgt, on fairly clear grounds, in the case of
the two longer and more important works, with which
Chaucer certainly dealt among his earliest experiments;
and in which he appears as a true trandator, without any
particular doubt or disguise about the matter. The firs
example is his trandation of The Romance of the Rosg; if
I may frankly trandate the title as the poet did the poem.
The other was his trandation of Boethius on The Consola-
tionsof Philosophy,

TheRomanceof theRoseisrather liketheBriar Rose of
Pre-Raphadlite legend. It is very beautiful and rather
difficult to get through. It is a long allegorical French
poem, which waswritten in two parts by two diginct and
indeed very different poets. |f we compare it to the Briar
Rose, we may say that the first half contains mog of the
roges and the second half mogt of the thorns. That is,
the firg four thousand lines were written by one Guil-
laume de Lorris, and area grave and graceful allegory of
the kind that can be traced like a tapestry in the back-
ground of the medieval mind; the description of a dream,
a magical garden inhabited by Virtues and other valuable
abstractions, much healthier company than many real per-
sonain fact or fiction, but not very stimulating toamodern
tage. The rest of the poem was added nearly half a cen-
tury afterwards by the satirist Jean de Meung. He ssams
to have declined to accept the medieval convention that
everything in the garden was lovely; with the result that
everything in the garden became consderably more lively.
Like Chaucer and Langland and the best men of thetime,
Jean de M eung was perfectly orthodox so far as theology
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was concerned; but, like them, and perhaps much more
than they, he was critical of the growing corruptions and
abusss of the Church. His satire was enormoudy fashion-
able, epecially as some ecdedagics had condemned it;
just asif it were a modern improper novel. In any casg
he was a man of ideas, over and above the one idea of the
conventional though beautiful allegory; and he probably
had a great deal of intellectual influence on Chaucer. But
exactly how he and Chaucer stand to each other in con-
nexion with the documents, it isvery difficult to decide. It
is enough to say here that a very long and continuous
English verson of the French poem does exist, and is
apparently, or at least partially, by Chaucer; but that
Chaucer himsdf (in the medieval manner of which | have
spoken) is said to have confused the question further by
putting in long passages that do not come either from his
original or from himsdf, but are smply things that hap-
pened to please him in all sorts of other authors; chiefly
ancient or dasscal authors. Possibly he may havethought
that when something so luxuriant and unlimited as the
Briar Rose had once begun to grow, there could not be
too much of it. But thiswasin his early days and | fancy
that by the time he had developed the thrifty and cutting
critical quality of The Canterbury Tdes hewould have ad-
mitted that the beautiful entanglement of the Briar Rose
was a bit too thick. Nevertheless, hiswork was never cut
in two quitein the syle of thework hetrandated; and in
him the blossom and brambleremained afairly recurrent
design. Therewas always something courteous about him
that would not obtrude a thorn without covering it with
arose, and something malicious about him which would
not offer a rose without hiding a thorn.

Beyond this, the only general effect of The Romance of
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the Rose on his life is, as has been said, rather the effect
of a decorative background. It was all this sort of thing
that a poet meant by poetry, in the fourteenth century; as
digtinct from his own personal experiments or curiosties
in poetry; which eventually became much more curious
and experimental in Chaucer than they did in any of his
contemporaries. But thisisthe starting-point of his poeti-
cal journey. Thisisthetradition which hetook at first for
granted asthetradition of histrade; thisisthe education as
digtinct from the evolution of a poet. All the medieval poets
began with this gory of a dream. We might say that they
all began by walking in their deep; a company of singing
somnambuligts. It is curious to think that he began o;
who came to be, of all poets perhaps, the most conspicu-
oudy wide awake.

The budness of the trandation of Boethius touches a
general truth, even at the beginning, which will become
mor e apparent and important towardstheend. Therea-
tion of medieval men to philosophy, and enlightenment
in general, was rather curious; and is not covered by the
natural metaphors employed. We used to talk of the Dark
Ages, mod of us know by now that the true Dark Ages
came beforethetrue Middle Ages; and that in many ways
the Middle Ageswere far from dark. But, following the
figure of an age of darkness, we are apt to think of an age
of twilight; or perhaps, of grey morning light. But the
metaphor itself ismideading. Twilight means an equally
diffused light; and the difficulty of medievalism was the
difficulty of diffusion. It would be truer to compare even
theDark Agestoadark room, with certain chinksin the
shutters through which particular rays of light could
pierce. But the light was daylight, what there was of it;
and not even a dull or troubled daylight. It was broad
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daylight that camethrough a narrow hole. Or it waslike
some long narrow ray of a searchlight sent out from a
great city and falling like a spotlight on a remote village
or alondy man. Andjust asany man, however much in
darkness, if he looks right down the searchlight, looks
into a furnace of white-hot radiance, so any medieval man,
who had the luck to hear the right lectures or look at the
right manuscript, did not merely 'follow a gleam’, a grey
glimmer in a mygical forest; but looked straight down
the ages into the radiant mind of Aristotle. There was
indeed, as | have said, any amount of indirect transmis-
son of light; any amount of reflection—in every snse
But | am not talking of the quantity, but of the quality of
thelight. Such light as they had came, nat only from the
broad daylight, but from the brilliant daylight; it wasthe
buried sunlight of the Mediterranean. These men ssem
to be, and in some ways were, men smple or primitive.
But their philosophy was not merely smple or primitive.
In some casss it came from a ripe and rounded civiliza-
tion ; in some cassseven from an over-ripe, from an autum-
nal civilization; from an over-civilized civilization. We
might compare them to children in some cold and gloomy
M ar ch, looking at the barnsfilled with thegrain gar nered
by dead men in a forgotten autumn; but anyhow they fed
their wild boyhood on things that were mature, and some-
times morethan mature. Hencewe havethe paradox that
arude and primitive sodety, in some snee starting afresh,
yet had so often for its guides, not merely the writers of
the old world, but the writers of the world when it was
growing old. All such paradoxes work back to the para-
dox: that the further we go back to the first ages of the
modern world, the nearer we are to the last ages of the
ancient world; as King Arthur gandsin Britain at once
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as the first of the Britons and the last of the Romans.
Thusaprimitive poem, like Abbo's 'Siege of Paris’, stops
amid the storm of northern arrows rattling on rude roofs
and walls, to make mythological conceits that had been
copied from the copyists of Ovid or Virgil for five hun-
dred years. But Ovid and Virgil are not the less civilized
poets because barbarians continued to copy them. The
men of a new civilization were not the less able to under-
stand the civilized poets, because they had been continu-
ally copied. Inaword, medieval men were not in the twi-
light; what they knew they knew. They had not read
Homer at all; and (strange as it ssems in a literate and
enlightened age) did not despise him because they had not
read him. They had read Virgil much more fully and
thoroughly than we have. Anyone who doubts it may
make the experiment of quoting beautiful Virgilianlinesin
afirst-classrailway carriage, full of politiciansand captains
of industry. Inaword, thoughtheir knowledge of civilized
antiquity was in a sense scrappy, though the scraps were
not only old scraps but sometimes stale scraps, they had
enough of them to understand what the great ancients had
meant by wisdom; and, unlike some others, they had the
great wisdom truly to try to be wise.

The cae of Boethius illustrates specialy the second
truth; that the spring of medievalism had fed on the
autumn of classicism. Boethius was a man who lived very
late in the break-up of the Empire, under Theodoric.
The period, with its power of amalgamating old and new,
has been much underrated. Boethius hands on the Stoic
memories; but it is not really necessary to deny that he
was a Christian or assert that he was a nominal Christian.
Many pagan philosophers were converted by Christian
philosophy. His work was a sort of distillation of all that
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had been bes in Paganism; small in quantity but good in
quality. Thusheserved very truly asa guide, philosopher
and friend to many Chrigtians; precisdy because, while
his own times were corrupt, his own culture was com-
plete. Generally speaking, the cultured Mediterranean
man had come to play this part towards northern men.
His disciples had not read Homer, but he had; they did
not remember one kingdom acknowledged from Scotland
to Syria, but hedid; they did not know in detail what fine
shades of fedling or criticism had come with Catullus or
Lucian, but he did. Thus (in the special case of Boethius)
we find this mirror of maturity still reflecting a lost day-
light in the darkest age; and playing a unique part, epeci-
aly in the development of the English. Boethius, who
had been martyred for justice by his barbarian mager,
wrote in prison a book called 'The Consolations of Philo-
sophy'; in which he summed up all the truth and tradi-
tion of antiquity. Alfred of Wessex, the first great man
of our own idand gtory, wishing to educate his half-savage
Saxons, assumes at once that it can be done best by trans-
lating Boethius. He also, like those who followed him,
put a great deal into Boethius that is not in Boethius. He
may be said to have completed the old Stoic's conversion
to Chrigtianity after his death. Chaucer, perhaps the last
great Englishman of the same united Christendom, feel-
ing the same need of portable philosophy, instantly turned
to the same idea of a trandation of Boethius He as
quotes from Boethius, constioudy and unconscioudy, in
any number of his ordinary poems. Boethius was a point
of view; it was a calm and cultured and well-balanced
point of view; and the essential thing to realize is that a
medieval man could have it asa common and normal point
of view; and take it quite eadly, like Chaucer.
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All that we mean, in common talk, by 'taking things
philosophically* was possible to a medieval man like
Chaucer, even if we mean no more by philosophy than
his whistling or shrugging his shoulders. The possibility
isworth recalling, because it is generally rather left out of
sight, both by those praising medievalism and those re-
viling it; by those who most admire its mysticism and
those who rage most fanatically at its fanaticism. These
elements, bad and good, did exist; but there were other
elements; other fragments of the old Roman pavement of
the world; other bits of the broken Christian empire of
Constantine, that a man could pick up here and there.
One of them was this Christian stoicism, or what would
now be called manliness; and Chaucer was much attracted
to it. We may mention here the handful of small poems
in which the influence appears; though the dates of all of
them sem to be rather doubtful. It giffens the very
virile and spirited little ballade with its familiar lines;

Hold the hye wey, and lat thy gost thee lede:
And trouthe shal delivere, hit is no drede.

Somewhat of the same sort is the moral apped he
addressed to Richard the Second on Steadfastness, de-
cidedly a Stoic as well as a Christian idea. The remark-
able poem, commonly called 'Gentilesse, in which he
appeds to Christian equality against feudal inequality,
might be said to savour of that remote concept of citizen-
ship, which had once been left in the code of Justinian
as the legacy of the Christian Caesars, anyhow, it sug-
gests an aspect not always considered in the conventional
conceptions of heraldry and chivalry. The poem called
'Fortune’ opens with a self-sufficing defiance quite in the
way of the ancients, and invokes the great name of
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Socrates though Chaucer's snse of humour (a very
Chrigtian thing) leads him to let Fortune, asalady, have
the lag word. The poem called 'The Former Age, a
sort of Earthly Paradise, is aimogt altogether a para-
phrase from Boethius.

Anyhow, as has been noted, he did deal thus with
Boethiusand The Romance of the Rose. Thesetwo trans-
lations wer e trandations, whenever they were written or
whatever was written along with them. When we come
to the original poems of Chaucer, we come to much
disputed matters, egpecialy in the matter of chronology.
We have very little to guide us except Chaucer's own
references in his own writing, which are generally very
amusing and rather disparaging references. We have adso
thedates of somehistorical eventsmoreor lessclearly con-
nected with the poems. Thusweknow that by thetime he
wrote The Legend of Good Women, whenever that time
was, he had already written the poem on the death of the
Duchess, thewife of John of Gaunt; TheHouse of Fame;
The Parlement of Faules and Troilusand Criseyde. For in
the Legend he makes Love complain that Chaucer has
mocked loversin trandating The Romance of the Roseand
depressed their spirits with the tragedy of Troilus. But
the leading lady, representing Woman, pleads for the
poet, saying that although 'he can nat wel endyte' (that is,
although thiswriter isunfortunately unabletowrite), yet
he has done his best, by producing various very proper
worksin her praise; and the remainder of the list is given
as above. As we shall note presently, it contains other
matter; but it isnot certainly a completelis. Many hold
that these very early writings included the L egend of &.
Cicedly, as afterwards inserted in The Canterbury Tales;
also perhaps the story, or a gory, of Griseda, and some
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fragments of the Monk's Tale. There is ds a group,
of very doubtful date; The Complaint of Mars; The Com-
plaint of Venus; The Complaint to his Lady; and smilar
things, all very complaining. On thewhole, however, the
list in the Legendistheimportant one. It is suggested by
ome that the passage in Troilus in which the pogt ex-
preses the hope of writing a 'comedy’, refers to The
House of Fame, meaning that that vison is divided in
three on the model of The Divine Comedy. It is possble,
and we know that Chaucer venerated the epic. It ssams
much more probable to me that the promise of a comedy
refers to the intention to write The Canterbury Tales, or
perhaps the Knight's Tale as originally ssparate from
The Canterbury Tales; or, mos likely of all (for those who
admit literary men to be human beings), some perfectly
vague and general intention to go off and have a jolly
time, after all that weeping; a hazy hope of writing some-
thing smply human and funny, such as was afterwards
largely satisfied in The Canterbury Tales, Strictly speak-
ing, indeed, the list is more enlightening about the life of
Chaucer than about the argument of Love; for the poet
dips into the list, not only the trandation of Boethius,
but atheological work by Origen on S. Mary Magdalene
and a pronouncement of the great Pope Innocent 111,
about the miseries of the poor, which hardly ssem at first
sight to advance the cause of Lovely Woman in pleading
before Cupid. For that very reason we may take it as
certain that Chaucer had written these réligious para-
phrasss, along with certain roundels and virelays, pre-
sumably logt.

On the whale, it seams mogt probable that he began
his creative carer by writing The Death of Blanche
the Duchess, a sort of family service, aimost a feudal
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service, to his patron John of Gaunt; that at some
time later he wrote The Parlement of Foules followed
by the larger and more ambitious enterprise of Troilus
and Crisgyde, and then The Legend of Good Women. The
Duchess Blanche actually died in 1369, which gives us
one of the few definite points in the chronology. On our
own calculations Chaucer would be about twenty-eight,
and likely enough to be given a sort of minor laureateship
to the Lancaster branch of royalty. There is a more
shadowy possibility of dating The Parlement of Foules,
because it involves a veiled and tactful alusion to pro-
posds of marriage between Richard the Second and Anne
of Bohemia: similar alusions to certain stages of this
Royal courtship have been found in The House of Fame
and in Troilus. But The Parlement of Foulesis practically
concerned only with these proposals, though in a highly
allegorical fashion. Richard was actually married to Anne
of Bohemia in 1382, but the preliminary proposads and
suggestions began in 1380. Short of entering indefinitely,
not only into details but into disputed details, this is
about all that can be said with certainty of the time and
order of these poems; save indeed for one separate prob-
lem, which arises out of severd references to a poem
called Palamon and Arcyte and an actually existing poem
called Anelida and Arcyte. Some suppose the former to be
simply the story afterwards incorporated in The Canter-
bury Tales as 'The Knight's Tale'; others an earlie™ ex-
periment which is lost. The latter is a rather uncon-
vincing fragment, full of the laments of some lady whom
Arcyte has deserted, but linked with the other by the
presence of that very English gentleman, Theseus, Duke
of Athens, destined to play so breezy a part in English
letters from the Anelida to The Midsummer Night's Dream.
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Those who dea in labels for literature may be sur-
prised to be told that the officia ode, the feuda family
duty, of a lament over the loss of John of Gaunt's wife,
is in fact a very touching poem. First of all, it seems
quite incredibly likely that John of Gaunt was really very
fond of his wife, and that Chaucer was very sympathetic
with so deplorably sentimental a state of mind. It con-
tains a very noble description of love in marriage; of a
deep comradeship that has never lost the last intimate
veil of courtesy. The point is worthy of remark, because
those hostile to such normal things have made a great
hash of history, in their version of the medieval view of
marriage. Because marriage was made merciless fun of,
asit is still; and because love outside marriage, or even
against marriage, was often pardoned as romantic or sym-
pathetic, as it is still; above all, because certain fantastic
fashions allowed of the public proclamation of the sort of
beauty-worship and intellectual flirtation that exists still
—because of all this, those who understand neither the
fantastic nor the normal have pretended that all medieval
men and women saw love and marriage merely as rivals
to each other; accepted no marriage except as adull duty;
and enjoyed no love except as an illicit enjoyment. But
this is all nonsense; not only to anybody who knows a
little of human nature, but to anybody who knows even a
little of medieval literature. The truisms remain true,
however much fun people may get out of the paradoxes;
the cynical paradoxes of satire, or the romantic paradoxes
of adventure. A man imagines a happy marriage as a
marriage of love; even if he makes fun of marriages that
arewithout love, or feds sorry for lovers who are without
marriage. That Chaucer was normal in this, asin nearly
everything else, is abundantly proved by his own printed
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words. It is true that his printed words were poetical
words, and will be less perfectly understood by those who
can only read them as prosaic words. But even these can
hardly misread them altogether. And anybody who can
read poetry as poetry knows perfectly well when a poet is
weighing his words, in a truly weighty fashion, and
means exactly what he says There is something in the
sound and measure of the words, as of the tolling and
swaying of a great bell; and it sounds unmistakably when
the great Theseus lays before the lovers the Christian
majesty of the mystery of marriage:

Thefirst Mover of the Cause above,

When Hefirst made the faire chain of Love,

Great was the effect and high was his intent

Well wist He why, and what thereof He meant.
Any man who really undersands it does not se a
Greek king sitting on an ivory throne, nor a feudal lord
sitting on a faldstool; but God standing in a primordial
garden, granting the mogt gigantic of the joys of the
children of men. Poetry of this kind is not written by
accident; it does not write itsdf. The poet who writes it
takes a tone as unmigtakable as a change in the human
voice. Few will say that in this Chaucer was flattering
the Duke of Lancagter. Fewer still, | imagine, will say
he was flattering the Duke of Athens. He did not write
that sort of thing in his deep, or in a fit of absnce of
mind. '"Well wist he why, and what thereof he meant'.

The mixture of nongnse and normality in a healthy
man, and the particular sort of nonsnse which went to
make up a medieval man, isvery well illustrated, in the
same connexion, in the case of The L egend of Good Women,
At first sight they seem a very extraordinary exhibition of
Good Women. They are sdected according to a rather
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pedantic fantasy, which prevailed in the Middle Ages,
concerning heroes and heroines who had died for love,
as a sort of religion. Chaucer himself cals them the
Saints of Cupid; the martyrs of romance who were to be
a sort of decorative pendant or parallel to the martyrs of
religion. Of the deeper meaning of this historic mood
there may be something said elsewhere. But the modern
reader may possibly be slightly amused, when Cleopatra
makes her positively first appearance in the character of a
Good Woman. Hewill be wise, however, in every sense,
if he does not fix his eyes only on Cleopatra. He will be
very unwise if he interprets the whole legend in the light,
or shadow, of Cleopatra. | mean that he will be wildly
wrong if he fancies it to be a Swinburnian hymn of har-
lotry; or supposes that the Legend of Good Women is
really a Legend of Bad Women. Cleopatra finds herself
among the saints, because she is credited with what would
be called the final perseverance of the saints, with con-
stancy, as distinct from inconstancy. But the poem itself
proves that Chaucer did not think that constancy was
necessarily the wild constancy of Cleopatra and Anthony,
or even of Guinevere and Lancelot. For the great queen,
the grand heroine, the perfect woman who rules the rest
and leads them and spesks for them, the lady who is st
up as the supreme lover, is neither Guinevere nor Fran-
cecanor Iseult. SheisAlcestis, the long-married woman
who went down to Tartarus to deliver her husband. She
is alone enough to show that Chaucer and his age did not
merely separate love and marriage. She is obviously put
first among the Saints of Cupid because she is one of
the Saints of Hymen: and is caled a Good Woman
because she is a Good Wife.

The Parlement of Foules, presumed to comein between
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The Death of the Duchess and The Legend of Good wormen,
does not indeed give such scope to such sentiments. It is
all about proposals for a marriage, but it hardly allows of
any such serious emotion about theideal of being married.
It is aparticularly graceful exercise in that sort of stately
levity, which is suitable for compliments paid at court,
by men who are rather more than courtiers. Informitis
a fable about an assembly of birds, before whom three
rival eagles advance their claim to the bird most desired
as a bride; presumably a reference to the imperial princes
who might have married Anne of Bohemia. It is not so
eagy to enter into the darker and more delicate psychology
of a large bird of prey as of a bereaved husband, with
whom you happen to be personally acquainted. Chaucer
had not yet developed that divine impudence, which en-
abled himto make acock in afarmyardtalk like Aristotle
and Aquinas about the mysteries of the supreme Will
and Wisdom. In short, it is a charming parable; but we
all feel that the Parliament of Fowls would have had a
livelier session, if the Cock had been returned as a mem-
ber. With The Legend of Good Women (leaving Troilus
for fuller treatment) we pass to matters more purely
Chaucerian, as being more personal and peculiar to Chau-
cer. In the prologue to this poem appears the picturesque
andvivid, though quite light and unpretentious, personal
sketch of the poet. Inthelivelier and more telling manner
of his later tales, he tells us something of his own habits
and humours; how he delights in books;, how he is
criticized for neglecting his neighbours for the com-
panionship of books; how, when he has done his day's
work with the accounts and ledgers of his various public
offices, he does not want to go on a holiday but only to
sit down with abook. Havi ng worked the description up
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to this point, he gets the full effect out of the one excep-
tion, and makes quite a dramatic entrance for the Daisy.
He owns that, when spring first comes on the fields, he
suddenly flings away his books and goes down into the
daisy-meadows to drink of a deeper delight.

The specia feeling of Chaucer for the daisy, among
the flowers of the field, has often been remarked, and
both the persona taste and the popular tradition illus-
trate a sound instinct in medieval symbolism. A man
might really learn more of the specia spirit of Chaucer,
by looking at daisies, than by reading a good many anno-
tations by dons and doctors of literature. If he did toil
laboriously in the long tangles of the Romance of the
Rosg, it is true to sy that he opposed to it something
fresh that might be called the Romance of the Daisy. We
might even carry the figurative parallel further, and sy
that at one end or extreme of poetry is al that Walt
Whitman meant by Leaves of Grass, the acceptance of the
common even in the sense of the chaotic or incomplete,
and at the other extreme the symbolic and amost heraldic
Rose of the medieval allegorists; and that between that
garden and that grass the exquisite and temperate medium
or transition was really expressed in the daisy, or the first
fresh realism of Chaucer. | am not denying the worth of
any of the three types of poetry, from the wildest to the
tamest; and | offer every apology to the grass. But when
we talk of wild poetry, we sometimes forget the parallel
of wild flowers. They exist to show that a thing may be
more modest and delicate for being wild. And that
atmosphere is exactly the atmosphere of Chaucer and of
daisies. Certainly some of Gower's garden roses were
tolerably tame flowers. But this is not meant in the
modern "ruthless' realistic spirit. When we say that Chau-
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cer'sflowerswere wild flowers, we do not mean that they
went on likewild beasts We mean that thereisa certain
freshness and freedom about their very dightness of sub-
ordination, and it is this sort of unmistakable air that
comes to us in Chaucer, like a cool wind across a meadow.

| am aware, of course, that some industrious critics
have suggested that all this was not only formal but even
fictitious, and that Chaucer intended some eabor ate com-
pliment to some lady whose name was Marguerite. This
is quite possble as advanced by the bes Chaucerian
scholars, but there is a type of sudent who advances it
to lay wage the whole daisy-meadow. He has a curious
subcongtious itch in the presence of poetry; an itch for
explainingit, in the hope of explaining it away. But this
sort of critic is in any case unreliable, because, in dealing
with a poem, he cannot distinguish between its occason
and itsorigin. Heisthe sort of commentator who, listen-
ing to the enchanted voice of Oberon telling of mermaids
and meteors and the purple flower, is chiefly anxious to
asure us that the imperial votaress was certainly Queen
Elizabeth, and that thereactually wasa pageant at Nobbin
Cadle, for a wedding in the Fitznobbin family, in which
a cupid and a mermaid figured in such a manner as com-
pletely to explain William Shakespear€s remarks—and
amog explain William Shakegpeare. It isall quite prob-
able; it is all quite true: by all means, let us be gravely
grateful for the information. There were doubtless a
good many pageants and a good many parades of Cupili
and Dian; and | dare say a great many mermaids on a
great many dolphins backs But, by an odd chance, only
one of them ever, in the whole history of the world,
uttered such dulcet and harmonious breath that the rude
sa grew civil at her song, and certain gars shot madly
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from their pheres to hear the ssamaid's music. That is
the kind of thing that has rather a way of only happening
once And if we really mug find out where it came from,
or why it came, we shall be wise to guess that it had a
good deal lessto do with the Mermaid at Nobbin Cadle
than with that other Mermaid at which Mr. William
Shakepeare of Stratford sometimes took a little more
wine than was good for him. In the same way, any
apprediator of poetry as poetry knows that the medieval
poa had a real kinship or sympathy with daises and
what they gand for, quite apart from whether or no he
usad them for personal purposes on particular occasons
It is quite possble that Chaucer took pleasure in the pun
about the daisy when he was in love with some lady
called Marguerite. 1t ismuch more probable that he had
to pay some conventional compliment to a lady called
Marguerite, and jumped at the chance of using a little
thing he had already written about daises But anyhow
it was he who wrote it, and it was about daises that he
wrote; and anybody who cannat see that cannot se that
Walt Whitman liked grass because it is rank and ragged
or that William Morrisliked roses because they are sym-
metrical and symbolic. The whole picture he contrivesto
ugged, of hisrising at the faint call of May, and leaving
his books, and going forth like a shadow to find the green
meadows under the grey dawn, isfull of a certain kind of
coo and colourless intoxication which would call up a
crowd of daiges in any imaginative mind, even if he had
never mentioned them. If he knew anybody called Mar -
guerite (and shared with the professors that profound
scholarship, of the sthod of Stratford-atte-Bow, which
revealsthat Margueriteisthe French for daisy), hewould
very probably mention that. It has been smilarly ascer-
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tained that a lady named Rose has sometimes been com-
pared to arose, and, | presume, alady called Rhodato a
rhododendron. But a poet, and his particular kind of
poetry, are really to bejudged by the fact that he prefers
to talk most of roses, or rhododendrons, or sunflowers, or
poisonous-looking orchids, or daisiesin thefields of morn-
ing. His selection of such things strikes the note which
he wishes to strike, and lets us realize the things of which
he likes to dream. In this sense the selection and use of
the daisy is Chaucerian; individually and unmistakably
Chaucerian; it is one of the clues to Chaucer. It may be
remarked that whenever he uses the word elsewhere,
though in a casud connexion, it has the same sort of
freshnessand felicity. Among those splendid and spirited
sketches in the Prologue of The Canterbury Tales, dashed
inwith afew strokes as verbally fastidious as Stevenson,
we are told that the jolly red-faced Franklin, or country
squire, in whose house 'it snowed meat and drink’, had a
beard 'as white as a daisy'. There could hardly be a
better example of Chaucer's brilliant brevity of descrip-
tion. If he had said white as frost or snow, it would have
been banal and suggested some senile decay. As it is, he
conveys that even the blanching of the man's beard
seemed to make him look more lusty and lively. Finally,
as a last lesson from the daisy, it seems probable that the
poet was quietly aware, so to speak, of the rather large
and daring significance of the derivation of daisy from the
eye of day; which gives to that small object something
apocalyptic likethe sunrise, and a sort of claim to be the
eye of the whole earth. It is notable, because it connotes
that something, which was kept rather quietly in the
background, but which | have called elsewhere the great-
ness of Chaucer.
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Anyhow, the personal preface of The Legend of Good
Women naturally rather overshadows the legend itself;
but even in the latter the interest is not altogether im-
personal. Chaucer is chaffing himself, more or less, upon
an imaginary charge of being a misogynist, and repre-
sents L ove as charging him with having done great wrong
to lovers, and notably to ladies. This, as has been said,
seams to refer chiefly to The Romance of the Rose, which
seams alittle unfair; it is hard if a man, who has had the
toil of copying out and translating such an interminable
poem, should have dso the burden of defending all its
sentiments. But it is notable that the poet sets himself
politely but decisively to the task of disproving his hatred
of women. He does it all the more energetically because
it was avery unnecessary task. Chaucer certainly did not
hate women, let alone lovers; he did not hate anybody.
At any rate, whether it be a strength or a weskness in
him, he did not hate anybody much. All histalents were
on the side of sympathy, even when they seem to take the
form of satire. That is where he really does differ, for
instance, from Dante; and there is something rather
national about the difference. But indeed Chaucer had
written or was about to write a more complete answer to
the charge than is found in The Legend of Good Women.
So far fromthinkingill of women whom he was expected
to admire, he managed to think well, or at least to think
kindly, of awoman whom the whole world expected him
to deride and despise. In the Legend he praised each
woman in turn, for being afaithful lover. But he could
not bring himself to curse a woman, even for being a
fdse lover. The curious way in which this corner is
turned, with a curve rather than an angle, is one of the
most singular and individual qualities in the poem that
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probably he wrote mogt carefully and serioudy, and in-
tended to be the outstanding creation of his career.

There is nowhere a more whimsical, or even weird
higorical product than the gory of Troilus and Criseyde.
To begin with, it is a myth made out of a mistake; or
what would now be a misprint. There never was any
person called Criseyde, even in the ssnse in which there
was a person called Helen. She is only the corruption of
the name of somebody dse, who was entirely different.
And yet this walking misguotation walks the world as a
more living creature than mog legendary figures quoted
on the highest authority; thistalking typographical error
not only talks to us in an animated manner, in an un-
mistakably human voice; but also with a new voice that
grikes a new note in human higtory. The tale of Troilus
and Criseyde is an anachronism, an anomaly; in some
sne a prodigy and a portent. It isa Homeric gory of
which Homer had never even dreamed. It is a pogt-
humous Pagan myth belatedly born centuries after the
death of Pagan mythology. It isa medieval romance, in-
vented by medieval men, who seem to have managed to
revereit asapart of pagan Antiquity, and to have practic-
ally forgotten that they had made it up out of ther
own heads Finally, it is a Chrigtian gory entirely about
Pagans, it is full of the particular sort of moral senstive-
nes and snse of spiritual freedom which alone makes
possble certain sorts of criticism; and egpecialy of sdf-
criticism. Criseyde is a Chrigtian creation because she
isa Minx; and a Minx is a product of the culture of
Christendom.

M any even among educated readers may not be aware
that the name of Criseyde is all that the Dark Ages had
left of that very harmless person Brisds the beautiful
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dave whom Achilles and Agamemnon each claimed as
part of the spoil of war. It illustrates the difference be-
tween the two atmospheres, that the former lady is a
passve instrument of fate, while the latter lady is a very
active example of the abuse of free will. Briseisis blame-
less because she is blind. Cressida is even fase, in order
to show that she is free. Because Briseis was beautiful,
the dogs tore on the Trojan plain the limbs of mighty
chieftains. 'Such was the sovereign doom and such the
will of Jove' But because Cressida was something more
than beautiful, was something of what men have come to
call romantic; because she was wilful and mysterious and
incalculable, Diomed is wounded and Troilus is slain;
and bards lament, reproaching, not Jove, but Criseyde.
Nobody had ever thought of reproaching Briseis. With
this extraordinary medieval postscript to the Iliad, we
come upon an entirely new world of curious and even
complicated feeling; produced by the overflowing of
medieval mysticism into the old jests and tragedies of
love and lust. It is seen at its finest in Chaucer's version
of the tale, because Chaucer was perhaps the man with
the finest feelings in that age. It is a basic blunder to
suppose that he was superficial, merely because he had a
light touch. A light touch is a mark of strength and not
weakness, in spiritual as in bodily things; and (in those
days especialy) to be in that sense superficial was a way
of avoiding being intolerably sentimental.

It is a commonplace that this tale wes treated both by
Chaucer and Shakespeare; and it is rather a misfortune
that we generally think first of the version that wes
written last. Anyhow, it illustrates a certain difference
(of which there will be more tosay later) to note that the
Renaissance version, compared with the medieval version,
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is certainly livelier, and certainly not happier. It is the
liveliness of the second fermentation; and what in Chau-
cer was still wine, in Shakespeare is very like vinegar.
The chalice of Chaucer does indeed contain the dark wine
of tragedy and the lamentation of lovers. But he laments
chiefly for true lovers, and even when he implies the
existence of false lovers, he never begins to imply that all
love is fase. Indeed his simplicity contains a subtlety
that is not aways justly valued, and can hardly be too
carefully considered. When | sy it is a new note, | do
not mean of course that there was anything new either
about jeering at lovers or raving at fdse lovers. | mean
that there was something new in the particular way in
which Chaucer balanced both so as to produce neither;
the way in which Chaucer did not jeer and did not
rave; but jested without jeering and reproached without
raving. The charity of Chaucer towards Cressida is one
of the most beautiful things in human literature; but its
particular blend belongs entirely to Christian literature.
Pagans had felt the agony and anomaly of true love given
to the false lover; but the mixture was never a blend like
this. Catullus, the most subtle and (as some would say)
the most modern of the ancients, had reached the paralys*
ing paradox of 'l hate and | love'. But the particular
Chaucerian tone cannot be translated as 'l hate and |
love'; it is something more like a combination of ‘I adore
and | pity', with 'l pity and | condemn’. Again we fedl, if
only for a moment, that it was not quite so absurd totalk
of putting 'Daunt' into English; for many have felt the
same fine shade in the feeling of Dante about Francesca.

But even apart from the more merciful view taken by
Chaucer—even in the case of the rather merciless view
taken by Shakespeare (which was indeed the view origin-
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ally taken by Boccaccio)—there was a mystical medieval
element in all this tragedy, or bitter comedy, about false
love. It might aimos be trandated into theological lan-
guage as a ene of the insecurity of the souls of others,
though the theologians, to do them justice, generally
urged us to begin witl\ a snse of the insecurity of our
own. | know of course that Chaucer does once, in a sort
of noble weakness, snatch at a sort of fatalism asan excuse
for his heroing; chiefly because he really cannot think of
any other excuse He is heart-broken about it: but this
does not alter the new universal tone of moralizing about
love. It is not fanciful to see something of a new spirit,
even in the spiritual snse in this doser vigilance touch-
ing the problems of the weak and wavering human will.
It isreally, for reasons on which we shall remark later, a
sort of shadow thrown by a mystical and metaphysical
cloud upon the dassc and flowery fidds of pure poesy.
Themedieval world did incessantly talk about true lovers
and false lovers, where the dasdical world would often
have been content to talk about lovers. And though there
are many false lovers in dassc fable, it is interesting to
note that their falsehood does not really discredit them;
-and the false lover is the true hero. Thesaus is not les
the Athenian hero becausehedesertsAriadne; nor Aeneas
lessthe pious Aeneas because he desrts Dido. But anew
note has crept into laments like that of Anelida and
Arcyte; a suggestion that the fase lover is the false
knight, and has broken some bond of chivalry. All this
atmosphere, heavier with moral responsbility and sdf-
deter mination, was not unconnected with the gpecial social
ideals of feudalism; and the notion of a wandering knight
still owning dependence on adistant lord. But it was aso
deeply affected by that religiousidea, which denied doom
C. 145 K
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and subgtituted damnation or salvation determined by the
will; the spirit that made Dante acclaim freedom as the
firg of divine gifts, or made Chaucer contradict Calvin,
centuries before he was born, in the very firg words of
the Parson's Tale. In the very centre of that Christian
cosmos, everything pivoted on the idea that the human
heart could be given to God or withheld from him. The
highest affections of the soul could turn this way or that,
to the divine or the diabolic; and the supreme charity
was valued because it was not enforced. It is rather a
grimjoke that the main tenet of the most orthodox creed
might be summed up as Free Love.

Another new gep, or rather a new gride, is taken in
literary progresswith the publication of Chaucer's version
of Troilus. It concerns the character of Pandarus, and
Pandarus really is a character. With him we have the
firg full appearance of Chaucer as a humorist; that is, of
Chaucer at his broadet and bet as a benefactor of
humanity. The character of Pandarus does indeed orawl
through that very lengthy poem rather lazily, like the
limbs of a giant where they have room to sretch them-
sves The author has not yet achieved that brilliant
brevity, that power of dashing in a whole persona de-
scription in a few srokes which he developed later in
The Canterbury Tales. The humour of Pandarus is not
quite so humane asthe humour in The Canterbury Tales;;
it is sometimes deliberately unpleasant; but it is the
humour of a humorig. It is also important, in the matter
of the general literary transtion, to notice the points in
which Chaucer changes the tale as he had read it in older
versons. It is very sgnificant of his independent craving
for character that he turns Pandarus from a young cousin
to an dderly uncle. Bernard Shaw said somewhere, very
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truly, that the vigour and virility of Rembrandt are best
shown in his preference for painting old women rather
than young ones There is the same sort of dean and
interested love of character in Chaucer's excelent de-
scriptions of elderly men; such as the Franklin and the
Knight. It must not be forgotten in relation to this
change in the romance of Troilus. As has been noted
aready, the whole sory has a very eccentric evolution
from its Greek origin, and had already gone through
curious changes. Crissyde was once Brisas, and Pan-
darus was not always a pandar. It ssams to have begun
with the usual graceful friendship of two youths, Troilus
and Pandarus, pretty much like Damon and Pythias or
Pylades and Orestes. But Pandarus had to take on, more
or less what was known in later theatrical cirdes as the
part of Charless Friend. And it was an aimost inevitable
implication, even in modern theatricals, that Charless
Friend was rather more cynical than Charles. Anyhow,
Troilus's Friend becamevery cynical indeed; and the part
he has to play, of bringing the lovers secretly together,
lent itsdlf eadly to the lesspleasng jocularity of medieval
and Renaissance literature. Thus, by the time of Chau-
"o, Pandarus has become a funny old man; and, by the
time of Shakegpeare, he has become a decidedly nasty old
man. But, for the moment of medieval transtion, the
point is that Chaucer made the young man old, because
he wished to make the character at once more ripe and
more quaint, more experienced and more fixed. In that
smnse the character of Criseyde's uncle takes the new road
as thefirst of the Canterbury Pilgrims; the first of that
great and gay processon of the English comic characters,
which has not ended with Falstaff or with Pickwick. We
must not exaggerate the proportions of the change; the
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Chaucerian art is still mainly dominated by the serious
romance of medievalism; with decoration for itsform and
sentiment for itssubgtance. Only thelessserious passages
which are filled by Pandarus sugges the beginning of
that new and powerful use of the comic, which seams
sometimes almogt more tremendous than the tragic.

| do not know whether it is one of Chaucer's jokes
(and | am sure he made many jokes that nobody knows)
when he appends to this apparently interminable poem,
consiging of no less than eight thousand, two hundred
and forty-six lines, the cheerful comment, 'Go, little book;
go, my little tragedy/ But in any caz it is profoundly
sgnificant that he adds to this the remark that he hopes
some day to be able to write, 'Some comedy." This has
been varioudy interpreted; even in the snse that he
meant The House of Fame to resemble The Divine
Comedy. But it seams to me more likely that he had
found the one comic character in his tragedy so amusing
a sudy that he hoped to produce some more; or, in other
words, that he found Sr Pandarus such good fun that he
had already guessd, perhaps, that his greatest talent
pointed towards such achievements as the Wife of
Bath or the Nun's Priest's Tale.

On the whole, we may say that in Troilus wefind that
Chaucer, who was already a good podt, is beginning to be
a great poet. There were depths and ddicadies of regret,
when the heroine entirely declined to be heroic, which
were not possble in anything like The Legend of Good
Women; where the heroines sood in a row, all being
resolutely heroic. There could be a directness, even an
excessive directness, about the jokes of Pandarus, which
was not to be expected in the indirect diplomatic dis-
cusson of an international alliance, asexplained by eagles.
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Chaucer has become Chaucerian, and emerges as a man
of genius digtinct from the many men of talent, who
could then be counted on (if officially required) to go to
degp and dream of a house of gold or a garden of lilies.
But when all thisis allowed for, it will be well to realize
als that all Chaucer'swork, up to Troilus and including
TroiluSy come under a certain general description, that
hardly appliesto The Canterbury Taes and are conducted
within a framework of conventions, from which he after-
wards broke away. In other words, the great poem of
Troilus and Criseyde is possbly the lagt and certainly the
best of the sries of works written primarily under the
power and magic of that special sort of Romance which
turned love as it exigs between lovers firg into a sort of
philosophy and then into a sort of religion; a thing that
had both its grammar and its gospel; both its sdence and
its axceticism. It is true that it would affect many robust
rationalists as merely amounting to sentimentalism. But
there was much morein it than that; as there was much
more in Rosxtti or Swinburne than appeared to the
satirigs of aestheticiam in Patience or Punch,

Indeed that wood of wandering lovers, with their
"figured garments and burning pallor, and indstence on
the kinship of dedre and death, is a very easy thing to
make fun of. A modern man may legitimately smile at
the curious convention, by which it appears to be neces
sary for anybody in love with a young lady to collect a
large number of other young ladies, and tell them all
about it, and eaboratey thank them for their gracious
sympathy and their highly exemplary patience, yet the
man with the superior smile may not realize that he is
being superior to Dante. He may think himsdf much
more robust than the medieval lover who swoons when
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the conversation takes a discouraging turn; or the poet

who weeps over the death of an absract person called

Pity, because his young woman (in more robust language)

has turned him down. Yet it may be questioned whether

the modern man really is more robust than Chaucer; or

even half so robust. Nor would he find it easy to laugh

at Chaucer very long, without beginning to have a dark

suspicion that Chaucer was laughing at him. Thetruth is
that Chaucer included this phase of romantic and vison-

ary passon, and many other things as well. But he in-

cluded it because God had given him a remarkable talent

for seeing what good there was in things; and there was a
great deal of good in this. A man vowed to this religion

of romance may appear to us very effeminate in his emo-

tions, but he might easly need to be very virile in his
experiences. He could be called upon to fight; to die;

and, what is worse, to wait. Professor Pollard, who cer-

tainly has no medieval battle-axe to grind, remarksin his
excdlent study of Chaucer that the discipline of such

lovers was rather severe and noble than merely weak and

sdf-indulgent. The really important paint, as a point of

biography and history, is that, however stale we may find

it now, it seemed at that time fresh, because it really was®
fresh. The Vita Nuova really was the New Life; there
had been nothing exactly like it before, in all the history

of love.

Romance was a strange by-product of Religion; all the
more s0 because Religion, through some of its repre-
sentatives, may have regretted having produced it. But it
is quite obvioudy the transfer of the tragic resgpons-
bilities of the Faith to the field of amos pagan passon.
It is sometimes said that Chrigtianity has been weak and
ineffectual. The truth is that it has been so powerful
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and effective that it coloured even the things it had not
hoped to influence; and changed its enemies aswell asits
friends. Even worldliness, when it did not become other -
worldliness, became another sort of worldliness. Even
the Church, asimperfectly represented on itshuman side,
continued to inspire even what it had denounced, and
transformed even what it had abandoned. Anyone who
judges by living facts, and not by dead details, can ssethe
Christian ideal remodelling even the Pagan image in its
own image. In aword, Chaucer wasright (ashe generally
was) when he talked, with pleasant blagphemy, about the
Saints of Cupid. They were in one snse saints, because
they were in one sne martyrs. He could talk about
martyrs of love more reasonably than modern rationalists
talk about martyrs of sdence But bath are in this snse
rational; that a martyr really meansawitness. And these
two types are indeed witnesses. They are witnesses to
the necessity, which forcesirreligion to borrow the terms
of religion.

In short, whether or no this or that Christian may
choose to oppase romance or chivalry, it is quite certain
that without the Christians there would never have been
"any romance or chivalry to oppo It is aso perfectly
true that there was a great deal of romance and chivalry
which it would have been quite sensble to oppoe The
period during which Chaucer lingered in this literary
garden,* extends from hisfirgt official poem on the Death
of the Duchessto the completion of Troilusand Criseyde.
But it incdudes one or two less pivotal poems of more
doubtful date, in which this sort of garden had perhaps
rather run to seed. Oneisthework called The Death of
Pity, to which | have already referred; ancther is The
Complaint of Mars, and perhaps The Complaint of Venus; 151
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and The Complaint to HisLady, apparently acontinuation
of the former. These things are more shadowy and have
a more shadowy relation to Chaucer; but they obvioudy
have a relation to this contemporary Romance. Whether

they are by the poet or no, they belong to this period of

poetry; and it is well that this period should be under-

good. In thefinal phase of Troilus and Criseyde it can be
fully understood; and Chaucer fully understood it, in its
limits as well as its liberties.

This religion of romantic love had till lately all the
advantages, and has now all the disadvantages, of having
been revived by the Victorians. 'Love Is Enough', which
was the title of one of William Morris's plays, might have
been the motto of all William Morris's period. Rosstti
and Browning, as well as Tennyson and M rs. Browning,
wrote always with this implication, right or wrong, of
identifying the ideal morality with the higher sentiment of
sx. Wewere all moreor lessbrought up in that tradition,
which contains a real truth; but we all know that there
has been of late a reaction againg it; rather an excessve
reaction, beginning with Mr . Bernard Shaw and ending
with Mr . Aldous Huxley. Thereare only two conddera-
tions in this connexion which affect a fair judgment of
its earlier appearance in the age of Chaucer. The firg is
this; that, for all the advance of rationalism and sdence,
the medieval romanticist was much more of a realig than
the modern romanticist. The medieval poet did not dEny
that love-stories could end badly; it was the Victorian
novelis who invented the idea that they must aways end
well. The medieval man may someimes have been a
sentimentalist; but, to do him justice, he was not an
optimist. He did not pretend that this particular kind of
emotion, healthily popular as it is, and eternally attractive
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as it is, has only brought happiness and never unhappi-
ness to human beings. The true lover was often tragic;
the inspiriting thing about him was smply that he was
true. Whatever therefore may be justly urged againg the
mere cushioned comfort or upholstered respectability of
Victorianism, certainly cannat be urged againg thethorny
thickets and visonary vigils of medievalism. The second
fact to remember is even smpler and more to the point.
It is that Chaucer, having paid a magnificent tribute in
Troilus and Criseyde to all that is really generous and
humane in the worship of a highly medievalized and
almost Christianized Cupid, does finally give his judg-
ment; and his judgment is not in favour of the cult of
Cupid but againg it. In a sries of verses of great beauty
and power, as Professor Pollard has noted, he gives his
ultimate decison that happiness is not to be found by
dancing after any heathen god of love; but by looking up,
as he bids all the 'young fresh folks to look up, to where
a more terrible but a more tender god of love hangs, not
on Olympus but on Calvary. Thus, in réelation to the
whole of this busness of the medieval ideal of True
Lovers, which Chaucer every bit as much as Browning
can treat at its very truest, we may say that Chaucer was
large enough to be delighted by the vision; but too large
to be deceived by it. His claim to greatness gains on
both sdes, and he will not suffer by any cynical psycho-
logical discoveries, which the latest sceptics may imagine
they have made about the falsity of Romance. If the nine-
teenth century deified Romance, if the twentieth century
desrts Romance, the great medieval Maker is equally
madter of that vision; four hundred years ahead in seeing
it; and five hundred years ahead in seeing through it.
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The Canterbury Tales

to watch the unfolding of the genius of Chaucer

isto watch a pattern changing into a picture; or

into a sies of pictures. It is something like the

illuson of a 9ck or despy child, saring at a wall-paper,
for whom the flat plants ssem to branch and blossom, or
figures to begin to move among the formal trees His
work begins with the purely rhythmic decorative syle
that posessad medieval prose and verse, even more than
medieval painting and carving. It ends with something
more than the realism of Renaissance pictures, with some-
thing suggegtive of the realism of modern novds There
is even a sort of paradox in it; that in his vigorous and
adventurous youth he was formal; in his comparatively
crippled and limited old age he was free. When he was
a young soldier, fighting sword in hand againg the gpears
of France, or a young traveler and political agent, deat-
ing with ddicate crises in the dities of Italy, his syle of
writing was till asrigid a pattern as the prison-bars that
encdosed Palamon and Arcite. When he was something
more like a shabby old pensioner, stout of body and Jean
of pursg, limited, as it were, to the view from his own lat-
tice looking towards the Abbey and his own future grave,
he broke out into a dance of lively and dramatic detail that
reminds us rather of Dickens or of Balzac. We s him
gradually breaking those flowery chains of his youth, and
then living to sow such very wonderful wild oatsin his old
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age. It isin itsef an inspiriting sight, and the outline of
a galant story. But, for all that, we must not exaggerate
one sde of the matter, or imagine that he merely escaped
from a prison to a free hostdry and highway, when he fled
from the House of Fame to the Tabard in Southwark.
For ingance, it is well to remember that the purey
medieval Chaucer has been an inspiration, even more, if
posshle than the purely personal Chaucer. Art critics
are now everywhere returning to that medieval sne of
rhythm in art, and many literary men, long before, re-
turned toit in literature. William Morriswas a Socialist
and in histime a typically modern man; what isvery much
more important, he was a typically manly man. He was
eminently sane, hearty and healthy; and his broad face and
leonine beard were in a sort of symbalic way felt as types
of freedom and fraternity. But the Chaucer who inspired
Morris was the Chaucer of the long daborate pageants
and allegories; even more than the Chaucer of the last
brief excurson into the coarse comedies of daily life. A
man wandering through the coloured corridors and laby-
rinths of the long decor ative tales of The Earthly Paradise
does sometimes fed alittle like a fly crawling acrossawall-
paper. But that paper is a fly-paper that has attracted a
good many flies. A Cambridge professor of chemisry
whom | knew, a man whose whole main busnes was
material modern science, had for his whole conception of a
hobby or a holiday an endlessjourney in those realms of
gold fromtheGlittering Plainto TheWood At TheEnd Of
TheWorld. M r . George M oor e, who still managestobea
modern man of our time aswell as his own, delights above
all things in the decorative poetry of Morris; egecially
in the mos meaningless parts of it, like the recurrent
emblem of 'two red roses across the moon*. Now nearly
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all thisinspiration was drawn, not only from Chaucer, but
from the early romantic Chaucer as digtinct from the later
realistic Chaucer. If the hero of Troilusand Criseyde ssems
to be an unconscionable long time dying, the hero of The
Life and Death of Jason also seams a littleleisurély in his
life and dow in getting to his death.

The moral is obvious enough; that what we call the
length and even the monotony of medieval literature is a
human pleasure and a human need, in certain moods and
moments of mankind. It lay like an infinite inviting s
in the background of the fourteenth century. It returned
like a refreshing and copious flood to the dry and dusty
respectability of the nineteenth century. And, in the cae
of Chaucer, our very admiration for his later discoveries
may make us exaggerate the futility of the traditions he
inherited. Sir Topas may create a false per spective, rather
as Don Quixote creates a partly unjust retrospect. Readers
infer from the nove of Cervantes that the old romances
were all rubbish; though Cervantes goes out of his way
to explain that they were not. Readers may remember the
name of Sir Topas as a satire on chivalry, though in fact
it follows on a very noble exaltation of chivalry in the per-
son of thereal Knight; the Knight who iswithout a nam5.
Something of the same irony may even be found in the
lives of the two men of genius. For Chaucer, who traves-
ties Topas, had figured in armour and armorial bearings
in the mogt florid period of the wars of chivalry; the
terrible tourney of the Leopards againg the Lilies. And
Cervantes, credited with desgisng and destroying ro-
mance, had himself lived one of the mog wildly romantic
lives in history; escaping from davery among the Pay-
nims of Africa, and wielding a sword and losing a hand

in ike deathless death-grip of Lepanto,
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Thereis, then, something to be said for the long poeti-
cal allegories eventually abandoned by Chaucer; as for the
long prose romances ultimately satirized by Cervantes.
Their very extenson and expanse satisfied a psycho-
logical need now perhaps only felt by children and poor
people, who like to have a very big book for their money.
Yet there are few cultivated moderns who have not felt
something of the pleasure of being able to lose themsdves
in the longest books of Dickens or Trollope. But there
is more in it than that; for man lives by his devouring
appetite for morality. The chivalric romance does really
represent the Christian conception of life, which is at once
a Quedt, a Test and an Adventure. And the decorative
allegories, that seem so0 dead to us, were once alive like a
dance with the balanced morality of the Middle Ages.

Dante makes the very heavens dance, in the lagt pages
of the Paradiso; sweeping the sky with swaying and spin-
ning ballets of angds and spirits; and the symbal is very
appropriate to the philosophy. It is appropriate; not be-
cause the dance ¢ands for disorder, but becauseit sands
for order. The danceisin its nature a rhythmic and re-
current thing, returning upon itself; and was therefore a
perfectly correct and orthodox type of medieval moral the-
ology. This, by the way, will be noted by the intelligent
as correcting the exaggerated solemnity, with which some
scholars have taken thetirades of fanatical friars, and other
people, againg the use or abuse of dancing. Doubtless
therewas much that was really pagan Ieft in popular danc-
ing, and doubtless there were plenty of donkeys in holy
orderswho found paganism in what was not really pagan.
But in face of a fact like Dante's vison of the ceegtial
dance, It is not tenable that,the medieval mind thought

of dancing merely as immorality or indecency. Nobody
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would describe people as doing in heaven what he had a
desp and indignant horror of their doing on earth. M a-
homet would not describe his Paradise as a place where
the faithful were incessantly occupied in carving and wor -
shipping idols. The Pacifis would not point happily to
a future life in which everybody would be always waving
sabres and firing off guns; the Prohibitionist would not
picture heaven as a date of perfection in which the blessad
could drink rum and gin for ever and ever. And Dante
would not have filled the skies with dancing, if he had in-
stinctively thought of the dance as degrading. The truth
is, of course, that he inginctively thought of the dance as
decorative and rhythmic, and therefore corresponding to
a certain character in his whole conception of life. In-
deed, it marks the whale difference between medieval life
and modern life.

A certain break or sharp change in history can hardly
be sketched more sharply, than by saying that up to a cer-
tain timelife was conceived as a Dance, and after that time
life was conceived as a Race. Medieval morality was full
of the idea that one thing must balance ancther, that each
good on one dde or the other of something that was in
the middle, and something that remained in the middle.
There might be any amount of movement, but it was
movement round this central thing; perpetually altering
the attitudes, but perpetually preserving the balance. The
Virtues were like children going round the Mulberry
Bush, only the Mulberry Bush was that Burning Bush
which they made symboalical of the Incarnation; that flam-
boyant bush in which the Virgin and Child appear in the
picture, with Rene® of Provence and his beloved wife kneel-
ing on ether sde. Now since that break in higory, what-
ever we call it or whatever we think of it, the Dance has
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turned intoa Race. That is, thedancerslosetheir balance
and only recover it by running towards some object, or
alleged object; not an object within their circle or their
poseession, but an object which they do not yet poses
It is a flying object; a disappearing object; and, as some
hold, a disappointing object. But | am not concerned with
condemning or commending either the religion of the
Race or the religion of the Dance. | am only pointing
out that this is the fundamental difference between them.
Oneis rhythmic and recurrent movement, because there
is a known centre; while the other is precipitate or pro-
gressve movement, because there is an unknown goal.
The latter has produced all that we call Progress;, the
former produced what the medievals meant by Order;
but it was the lively order of a dance.

When we understand this dance, we understand the
order or pattern of the early poems of Chaucer; and above
all why he does not seem to bein any hurry tofinish them.
Judged by our higher standards of hustle and pep, the
Canterbury Pilgrims do not ssem to bein a very great
hurry to get to Canterbury. But they are like American
tourigsin the pacethey observe, in getting to the pilgrims’
goal, compared with the pace of Pandarus or Phoebus in
getting to the point. But this leisurely quality is bound
up in the very nature of thework, or play. A danceisa
thing enjoyable in itsdf, and given such a dance of gods
and heroes, it can go on for ever. A journey, if it isenjoy-
able On account of its object, is not equally enjoyable if it
goes on for ever. | know that some moderns have tried
to confuse at once the metaphor and the mind, by pre-
tending that thejoy of thejourney isin something that
can never be enjoyed. But this is a confuson. If they
could express themsdves clearly, they would either say
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that thejourney isitself the goal, or d<e that thejourney
is hopdess and only an illuson makes it hopeful. Other-
wise, they are out on a tramp that has no end, to find an
inn that has no exisence. The more reasonable progres-
sves praofess to envisage an end of some kind, and when
praising thegoal naturally tend to foreshorten thejourney.
These are the authors of Utopias and plans of perfect
social reform. But the poet, who is describing a dance of
virtues, or a pageant of beauty, has naturally no particu-
lar impatience that this should itself end. And something
of this lingering love of his own day-dream unduly pro-
longs his own description. It has the effect, especially for
moder n readers, of making much of such medieval writing
dull. But even if wefind it dull, let us not suppoe it was
the product of dullness, when it was the product of de-
light.

Of course, even these early works of Chaucer, on the
old medieval model, are of very varying merit. The Book
of theDuchessisavery affecting, because arelatively young
and innocent, verson of human grief; The Parlement of
Foules has already more of the freedom of the fable about
cocksand hens; TheL egend of Good Women hasmoments
in which it almogt turnsinto a graver though certainly not
greater Canterbury Tales; and thetaleof Troilusand Cri-
sgyde, though to us inordinately long, has high and mag-
nificent passages that are worth the toil of reading any-
thing ten times longer. The point here, however, is that
there is a sort of break in the story of Chaucer's style,and
that the break came comparatively late in his gory. (He
probably regarded thetale of Troilusas his supremework,
and the Canterbury Pilgrimage as a more casua post-
script. His maderpiece is a kind of afterthoughti

It might be maintained that, in the very act of leading
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his coloured crowd out of the Tabard and the town, and
along the open road, Chaucer symbolized something of
the change from the medieval balance to the modern
march; from the philosophy of the Dance to the philos-
ophy of the Race. Few modern racing men, fewer ill
among modern racing motorists, will regard thejourney
as much of a sporting event. Few journeys have a greater
air of leisure; and nobody, certainly, will suggest that it
was a race in which the bet man was meant towin. The
fact that the Reeve always rode at the tail of the proces
son will besufficiently balanced bv thefact that theMiller
apparently rode at the head of itiifier eat least the medie-
val poet can have meant no allegory of spiritual superior-
ity. But thereis ds a srious dement in the idea of the
Canterbury Pilgrimage which makes the Pilgrims W ay
something more than mer ely the open road. So far as hav-
ing a definite purpose is concerned, the Pilgrim of Chau-
cer is as genuine as the Pilgrim of Bunyan. Heis not in
such a hurry because heis not in such a horrible fright;
and thereisno question of the Franklin or the Squire put-
ting his fingers in his ears and fleeing from London as
from a City of Destruction.but heis none the lessreally
fleeing to Canterbury as a City_of Salvation. Anyhow, he
is not merely wishing to excape into the wilderness and
leave all cities behind. | shall discuss in a moment the
really new dement which the poet half conscioudy intro-
duced into his long comedy of travel; the element of de-
lay, or what a medieval man would have called dalliance.
But though he admits a good many things besdes pil-
grimage and piety on this dde of Canterbury, he does not
admit anything beyond Canterbury. (Hisschemeof travel
is till dominated by the idea of a definite purpose, and
the fresh forceswhich entered literature at this sagewere
C. 161 L
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more subtle, more subconstious and more difficult to
judge with ddicacy, than a mere processon or progress
into the void.

I know it was commonly said, both in medieval times
and modern times, that the pilgrimage had become a
mockery, by which it ssams to be meant merely that it
had become a holiday. But it was because it had been a
popular shrine that it became a popular holiday. That
thisinvolved all the revelry, buffoonery, drunkenness and
incidental swinishness of all sorts that belonged and still
belong to a popular holiday, we could learn easly enough
from Chaucer's own description, if we had not already
learned it from our own common snse and experience.
But Chaucer himsdlf is very careful to put first the solid
fact that a great many people, at lead, did really wish to
render thanks to St. Thomas of Canterbury for help in
their pas dckness, a good proportion of his own pilgrims
are certainly rdigious people acting from rdigious mo-
tives. Thetruthisthat, in thismatter, | am again haunted,
I might almogt say tormented, by that little query which
| put in the first pages of this book; the query that runs,
‘But what of to-day—and what of to-morrow? If it was
a scandal to have religion mixed with riot or profanity,
has it been such a complete cure to have riot and profanity
unmixed with rdigion? If it was supergition to venerate
the bones of a great man killed by a tyrant, isit any more
intelligent that millions of clerks should go down and
merely gape at the Sea, without having even the snse
to worship Neptune? Is it more dignified that bankers
should give us a S. Lubbock's Day on which nobody
thinks of St. Lubbock; not even to the point of adoring
colossal images of ants and bess? smon of Sudbury,
Bishop of London, had denounced the popular profana-
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tion of the pilgrimage. The Wycliffitetradition, and after-
wardsthePuritan tradition, hastreated him asahero. He
may have been a hero, but he was not a prophet. He did
not know what was going to happen to popular religion,
when it had logt the Canterbury Pilgrimage. The truth
is that anybody who tries to look at Simon of Sudbury's
problem from both ddes from frontand behind, will
realize its real difficulty; but will incline to a smple if
dightly impatient concluson. He will be tempted to sy
that human beings are not to be trusted with a réigion.
But are they therefore to be trusted the more without a
religion?

Chaucer died and left his last great work unfinished;
his mogt perfect achievement still imperfect. Though he
lived a long and busy life, he, more than any other great
writer, died young. He had only come to the beginning
when he came to the end. He was already old when his
work became suddenly and entirely newT her e have been
caxs of men trying a new trick or experiment and break-
ing down in the middle of it, as did Dickensin the detec-
tive-story of Drood. But the experiment was a small one;
which he might have made at any time, and one which
many others had already made. There are cass of an
author in his lagt days writing something rather separate
and unique, likealast confession or farewell; asdid Shake-
speare with the unearthly loveiness of The Tempest; or,
in another way, lbsen in the rather incomprehensble
outbreak of When We Dead Awaken. But these were
things not to be developed or extended further, even by
their authors, let alone by anybody dse. For good or evil,
they were not things that could be done twice. Nobody
could write another play like The Tempest; nobody, |
should imagine, wants to write a play like When We Dead
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Awaken. (But The Canterbury Tales, the last unfinished
work of Chaucer, isin quite another sense unfinished and
finished.It is not only a new scheme, but a new style.
It is not only a new style, but potentially a new school.
It is as if he had been an architect, who through a long
and successful life had planned out the round arches of
the Romanesque and the squat pillars of the Norman
churches, and then, aimost on his death-bed, had dreamed
of and designed the first Gothic cathedral. For indeed The
Canterbury Talesdo remain rather like ahuge, hollow, un-
finished Gothic cathedral with some of the niches empty
and some filled with statues, and some part of the large
plan traced only in lines upon the ground.

Just as in such a case, the arches would stand up more
strongly than the statues, or the walls be made first and
more firmly than the ornament, so in Chaucer's work the
framework is finer than the stories which correspond to
the statues. The prolonged comedy which we call the
Prologue, though it includes many interludes and some-
thing like an epilogue, is made of much stronger material
than the tales which it carries; the narrativeis quite super-
ior to the narratives. The Wife of Bath's Tale is not so
good as the Wife of Bath; the Reeve's Tale is not so
vivid as the Reeve; we are not so much interested in the
Summoner's story as in the Summoner, and care less about
Griselda than about the Clerk of Oxford. The Miller does
not prove even his own rather brutal energy, by telling a
broad and rather brutal story, half so well asthe poet con-
veys it in those curt and strong lines about his breaking
adoor by butting it with hisred-bristled head. And the
whole conception and cult of Chivalry is no better set
forth, in all the seventy pages that unfold the Knight's
Tale, than in thefirst few lines that describe the Knight.
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It isimpossible to say for certain, of course, whether Chau-
cer realized how much more real and original were the
passages which concern the Pilgrims than those which
concern their imaginary heroes or martyrs. It is possble
that, like many another great original genius, he did not
know which parts of his own work were really original,
till less which were really great. It islikely enough that
Shakespeare attached more importance to some laboured
conceit, in the manner of the Euphuists, than to such gabs
of gaccato gpeech as'Kill ClaudioT or 'Undo thisbutton'.
It may bethat Chaucer really did regard the Prologue as
amere frame, in the snse of a picture-frame. In that casg,
we can only sy heinvented a new kind of picture-gallery,
in which the picture-frames are much better than the pic-
tures) Still, aword mugt be said for the under standing of
the pictures, even when he had boldly solen them out of
other peoplés pictureframes. In other words, we must
understand something about ories as stories, before we
even open this medieval story-book.

| have taken too much notice, perhaps, of thase who
are il so childish as to talk about the childishness of
Chaucer. | mean in the snse of bearing with him, as
ff he talked broken English, It would be truer to sy
he talked the unbroken English, which we have snce
broken up into bits and snippets of American dang or
jaded journalese. Thereisrather more snse of a rounded
whole, in expressing the rdigious sentiment in words like
'Almighty and almerciable Queen', than in saying, 'Up-
to-date scientigs admit worth-while qualities in religious
urge'. | leaveit to the mog modern critic to decide which
sounds like English and which like Pidgin English. |
have pointed out that the poet was not in fact infantile or
immature in any contemptible connotation of the words;
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but in many ways an experienced and even a polished
person.He was an artis who picked perfect words to
produce his exact effect; he was a diplomatist who was
probably himsdlf picked out for his power of picking his
words tactfully and persuasvely ;he was a philosopher
who drew theoretical diginctions, along the lines of con-
temporary thought, with almog the delicacy of a theolo-
gian ; he was a well-read man, who could collect gories of
all shapes and colours from the ends of the earth; whose
fancy could follow the mazy mythology of Ovid, and
whose intellectual imagination could measure the starry
dature of Dante But | confess that there is a real ee-
ment which might rightly be called childishness, if the
term be usad in a healthier sense, for something that may
or may not have grown up, but has not grown old. There
isa quality in Chaucer, and in the whole civilization that
produced Chaucer, which men of rather wearier civiliza-
tions mugt make a certain effort tounderstand. It issome
thing that moderns have mainly praised in childhood; be-
cause moderns have not preserved it in manhood. It is
gugto; it is zedt; it is a certain appetite for things as they
actually are, and because they actually are; for a sone
because it is a gone, or a gory because it is a gory. If
that is merely simplicity, he was smple. If that is merely
stupidity, he was stupid. That is, if we would appreciate
him or his age, we must go back to something that tirred
in us when we firg found that the door of a dolPshcuse
would open; or when wefirg found that theend of a gory
could be the point of a gory, as in the surprise that ends
the admirable story of Puss in Boots. Chaucer and his
friends were really capable of reacting to those surprises,
of waiting patiently for the point of those sories; of treat-
ing the whole narrative process as a pleasure in itsdf.
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M ost modern people cannat really do this; they haveread
too many novels. They have forgotten the very verbal
meaning, by which novels once meant news. They have
logt the postive pleasure in a double fashion; partly be-
caue they have been bewildered by too many plots;
partly because they have been even more bewildered by
the newer sort of novels, which have not got any plots.
Now when we talk of Chaucer, or for that matter of
Shakespeare and many others, asborrowing plots, or copy-
ing plats, or repeating plots, we must always remember
that the age was really smpler in the snse that there were
fewer plots; and that a plot was a very precious thing. It
was really prized, unlike many other precious things. It
was prized because it had a point, and people were nor-
mal enough in their nervous system to start at the prick
of the poaint; ingead of having their dead minds punc-
tured all over with old pricks, like the dissased arm of a
drug-fiend. A mere anecdote was thought worthy of care-
ful presentation, asareic wasworthy of a caket of jewels.
The medieval man spent, or wasted, music and ornament
and developed detail upon a pointed story; just as the
more subtle modern novelist wastes them upon a point-
less story. The point to seize is that the people involved
werereally sofar smple, or (as | should say) so far recep-
tive, astoregard amere story as somethingrich andrare;
something that was a gift; something that was a good in
itsdf. Most of the Canterbury Tales, and especially the
firs and mod finished of them, are good in themsdves.
| mean they are good even apart from the way in which
this particular man of genius presented them. We may
say, if we like, that Chaucer's dories are excdlent, only
they are not Chaucer's, But we must realize that Chaucer
thought they were excelent, and enjoyed them as much
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as if he had invented them. We must not leave out the
love of mere naked narrative in the men of medieval times.
Everyone knows, for instance, the outline of the Knight's
Tale; how two friends quarrelled for the same lady-love
and were condemned to settle it by combat; how one
knight prayed to Mars to give him the victory, but the
other knight prayed to Venus to give him the lady. Itis
a good story; it would make a good play; if a play were
still athing with a plot. Everybody knows, | suppose,
the plot of the Pardoner's Tale, which isaplot in the pre-
cise sense; of how three thieves went to find Death to day
him, and found only ahesp of gold; and how one was sent
to fetch food and wine, which he poisoned, while the
others plotted to stab him and did so; so that they all
found Death on their hegp of gold. That is agood story,
and contains a grim crescendo of dramatic action. This
element of mere pleasure in narrative must be alowed
for, in al accounts of the atmosphere of the age. For in-
stance, the story of Griselda, as a moral story, must be
balanced with a great mass of medieval jokes and sdtires
about the woman ruling the roost, and the grey mare
being the better horse. But the story of Griselda, as a
story, is simply one of the numberless legends and fables
about a person passing successfully through a series of
tests or trials; like the weird tasks of Michael Scott or
the Twelve Labours of Hercules. Men listen to it, as
children would listen to it, merely to s how the person
passed through his or her misfortunes to the end. If this
sort of innocent intensity be called childishness, it is true
that the age of Chaucer was childish. But we must re-
cover something of the spirit in order to understand the
age; we must sink back into that barbaric past, and far
beyond it into dark depths of primitive instinct, and even
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endure to hear some cry out of prehistoric savagery com-
manding us to become like little children.
Neverthdess"there is ancther dSde; and an agpett in
which the pictures are extremely picturesque. It isa com-
monplace of the critics that the actual sock of ories
which fill up the framework of The Canterbury Tales, is
a borrowed sock from all sorts of sources like the plots
of the plays of Shakegpeare But the narrative poet had
at least one opportunity of showing dramatic talent which
was denied to the dramatist. Shakespeare did not have to
offer each of his comedies as the creation of one of his
characters. We only know that Hamlet liked a particu-
lar play about Hecuba and that Theseus could put up
with a particular play about Pyramus and Thisbe. We
are unilluminated touching the theatrical tages of King
Lear or Macbeth. But Chaucer had a collection of char-
acters amogt as diverse in dignity or indignity, and hack'
to sect a gory for each. The dories are chosen with ad-
mirable art; with much more aptitude than some spesthes
in some dramas. Nothing could be more fitting than the
sugained nobility of the Knights Tale; a tapestry of
heroes clad in gold, except perhaps the ragged and rend-
ing contrag that tears it at the end, when the Monk is
just about to begin his dignified recital of the deaths of
kings, and the drunken Miller roars him down with his
cataract of coarse, not to say foul narrative; an admirably
managed collison of comedy; as if the ruffian had thrown
a pail of dops over the datdier sory-teler. But other
examples, which are less well known, illugrate the same
persigtent neatness of impersonation. What could be more
apt than making the dignified anti-clerical Doctor careful
to narrate, not a Chrigtian or even romantic sory, but a
gory of the soic virtue of heathen Rome; the story of
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Virginius, precisdy the sort of hero whom such secular-
ists have always preferred to the saint. How right it is
that the chivalric romance of the young Squire should
differ from that of the old Knight, in having a touch of
the Arabian Nights about it; a more irresponsible and
fabulousflight, upon awinged horse, into the golden hori-
zons of Tartary. Equally ddlicate is the inginct which
makes the Prioress, the refined and charming spinger,
tell the beautiful legend of the child singing down the
stregt on his way to the crown of martyrdom; or the
Father Confessor of the nuns, a comfortable humorist of
the type rather common as the male advisr of devout
females, tell a sort of playful parable, full of nods and
winks, in which the wesknessss of humanity are courte-
oudy covered by thefeather ed cosume of cocksand hens.
It is more generally recognized that the quarrel between
the Summoner and the Friar isvigoroudy illustrated in
their respective narratives, and the same sort of interplay
of tales occurs in many places throughout the whole. Per -
haps nothing is more characteristic of the Wife of Bath's
Tale than the enormous and inordinate length of the
Wife of Bath's Prologue. Oneis momentarily reminded
of the proportions between one of Mr. Bernard Shaw's
plays and one of M r. Bernard Shaw's prefaces. Nobody
will say that the Wifeof Bath bearsamarked resemblance
to M r. Shaw; for of all the Pilgrims she was possbly the
least Puritan. But her glorious and garrulous egotism, her
unfathomable and inexhaustible vitality, are quite aamir-
ably hit off in the mere fact that she talks about thingsin
general at such interminable, if not intolerable length,
long before she gets to the beginning of her story at all.
Chaucer, with his typical shrewdness, has not supplied
any such long personal preface to any of the other stories.
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Thereare, of course, any number of other minor examples
of the same aptitude; indeed there are very few of the
goriesthat arein themsdves entirely impersonal, or could
have been shifted to any other person. It is not for no-
thing that the comfortable and prosperous Merchant tells
atale that is rather naughty, in the manner of a French
farce, but not gross in the manner of the Miller's Tale.
I will not debate the case of the Cook's Tale, specially
called 'Gamelyn', because | know its authenticity is very
doubtful. Finally, there is the supreme example that |
have already given, of the irony of the Rhyme of Sr
Topas. | mean the fact that the poet's own sory is the
only unpoetical story. The tales are always appropriate;
and theinappropriateisthe most appropriateof all. Chau-
cer has digtributed caps to fit the heads of the whole com-
pany; and when he reserves the dunce's cap for himsdf,
it is all the more fitting because it does not fit.

If, then, we regard the stories in a dramatic light, as
connected with the characters and quarres of the story-
tellers, we can stretch our minds to takein a general con-
ception of the work which Chaucer was doing, whether
he knew he was doing it or not. The whole work takes
o* the character of a Novel, the first true Novel in his-
tory. In it the fundamental logic of most previous story-
tellingisalready reversed. Thesory-telersdo not merely
exis to tell the stories, the gories exist to tell us some-
thing about the story-tdlers. The novd of character has
appeared, and the novd of character is something rather
different even from the epic, let alone the allegory or anec-
dote or gory with a point. For though the great epic
poets, Homer above all, have sometimes a very strong
sne of character, still their ultimate motive is a true
movement towards a criss or an act; a turning-point of
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time illustrative of the fate of man or the will of God.
Homer has made areal character of Hector, but the sub-
ject of the Iliad is not the character of Hector, or even
thelife of Hector; it is the death of Hector, and the death
of Hector isthe doom of Adam. It isquite different with
that more modern form of art for art's sske, which may
be called character for character's seke. We could not ex-
pect to have Hector talking for ever in his tent; as we
should like to have Falstaff talking for ever in his tavern.
One could not go wandering aimlessly with Orlando and
Ruggiero as one could with Don Quixote and Sancho
Panza, or with Mr. Pickwick and Sam Weller. There
would have to be a Quest of some kind, that is, an ulti-
mate epic action; the epic is dways a chanson de geste.
And in the same way, nobody perhaps would have been
more surprised than Chaucer to be told that he had added
or discovered something that isnot to befoundin Virgil.
Y etitistruethat we might beinterested in a K night who
never got to Canterbury, aswe could hardly be interested
in aTrojan hero who never got to Rome. In the novel of
character, characters are companions; and The Canterbury
Talesisthe grand original of all such works, because they
appear in companionship.

Indeed | rather wonder nobody has tried to turn it into
anovel. Many have made a paraphrase; including some
caxs in which it might rather be called parody. But,
oddly enough, the experiment which would be the m6st
frivolous seems to me the most fascinating; and 1 am
rather surprised that it has never been tried. There have
been renderings of the medieval poet into modern verse,
and renderings into a sort of medieval prose. There have
aso been renderings into a more or less modern prose.
But | have never seen what | may call a rendering into
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modern fiction. | wonder that somebody, especialy
among the novdigs, has not tried his hand, merdy as
an experiment or ajoke, at turning the Prologue and
framework of The Canterbury Tales into the form of
a modern novel. The thing might be done, of coursg,
in very different degress of sariousiess or slliness
or pure satire. It would be quite unhistorical to turn
the medieval crowd into a modern crowd; for in a thou-
sand things all the characters are really medieval. But,
like many anachronisms, it would be a great joke. It
would be amusing to se how far we could really get along
with the Host as a modern hotel-proprietor, the Knight
asaretired Colond knighted for hismilitary services, the
Clerk of Oxford as an Oxford don, the Franklin as an
ordinary country gentleman with a good estate, the Doctor
as a modern doctor, the Parson as a modern parson, and
s0 on. It would be higorically illuminating to se what
could be done; still more higtorically illuminating to note
what could not be done. For the moment, however, | do
not mention this imaginary modern novel with any wild
intention of attempting to write it. | mention it as the
shortest and sharpest way of conveying, to the modern
reader, what seams to me the amazing genius of Geoffrey
Chaucer as a novdist.

It is not a quegtion of the broad comedy or farce which
is most commonly mentioned by the critics, asin the un-
edifying quarrds of the Summoner or the Miller. It is
a thread of thoroughly sound and thoughtful psycho-
logy that runsthrough almost all the interchanges, rather
especialy in the passages that are comparatively quiet. |
will take only one example to illustrate what 1 mean. It
is an example that | have never seen noticed, though
doubtless some of the very able Chaucerian sudents have
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noticed it. But | rather fancy most people have not noticed
it, because it is not anything in the way of an insult, but
israther a compliment. Only it is exactly the compliment
that would be paid by that particular sort of person, tothe
other particular sort of person, at that particular timeand
place. | mean the passage in which the Franklin, the
hoary but hearty old squire, with the big appetite and the
beaming geniality, ligens to the tale told by the other or
medieval sort of Squire, the young gallant who is the son
and attendant of the Knight. This young gentleman has
pleasng manners, and | sugpect a certain modest <df-
complacency, but he has been taught to treat his dders
with respect, and to mingle such courtesy with his natural
high spirits. He tdls a tale which is of the nature of a
fairy-tale, ascompared with many of the others; afinefan-
tagtic fable about a kingwho had a magic ring and a magic
horse; there is nothing dse notable about it, except that
heevidently tellsit with fluency and gusto and makeshim-
f, more or less conscioudy, rather a fine figure in the
company. At the end of his story comes one of those
minor humours which reveal the real noveig's grip on
human nature. The old Franklin, who has been listen-
ing, | imagine, with a dightly gaping gravity, impressed
by the continuity rather than the content or precise mean-
ing of the monologue, seams to shake himsdf, assumes
an air of massve and venerable solemnity, and ponder-
oudy compliments the young man on having said his
little piece. He informs the youth (if we may so trandate
him) that heisa credit to his family and upbringing; that
he has performed his duties in an eminently satisfactory
manner, and generally that he is amost a modd to his
generation. Then the thought behind all this begins to
shape itsdf, and the old gentleman introduces the lament-
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able subject of his own son, who is (it would seem) a
mogt prodigal and unprofitable social character; quite un-
likely to go out of his way to entertain the company by
telling, or even leaving half-told, the story of Cambuscan
bold. The regs of the old squire's speech consds entirely
of regrets and gloomy prophecies about his own absent
and unpresentable offspring. Now that is a living inci-
dent that leaps at the eye; a story that comes straight out
of the things that really happen. It isas quiet and asreal
as Jane Austen. It has only to be trandated into the lan-
guage of a modern novel, and it would be as vivid even
to the modern nove-reader. He would ingtantly se the
poor old gentleman shaking his head and saying (entirely
irrdevantly, because some other young man had just
finished a recitation), 'Ah, | only wish my boy could be
made to undergtand, & ¢, &c.' It reminds one of that
situation which Stevenson truly said would make an ex-
celent comedy; in which two grumbling old fathers had
each a sort of half-jealous, half-argumentative, admiration
for the son of the other.

Now there are any number of little lively soenes like
that, in theintercourse of the charactersin The Canterbury
Tales, They arefilled with that truth that is egpecially the
truth of fiction. | mean that Chaucer knew exactly what
sort of person he meant by the Franklin and exactly what
sort of person he meant by the Squire; and therefore knew
exactly what they would say to each other, even in a con-
tingency that he had not yet egpecially consdered. The
characters have been already built up by innumerable
small touches, and, improbable as it may sound in such
a connexion, nearly all the seemingly accidental touches
are actually used, or do actually tell, in the full develop-
ment of the comedy. There would not be that particular
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touch of comic pathos, about the poor old Franklin's dis-
approval of his son, if the Franklin himself had been pri-
marily a moralist or a mode of austerity and abnegation.
The fact that we know the old man to be himself rather
ajolly old heathen, enormoudy fond of food and drink,
gives him somehow all the human heplesness of a very
normal father. Similarly, it was not for nothing that we
weretold of theyoung Squire, long before he began to tell
the Sgquires Tale, that, with all his gaiety, he was meek
and serviceable, and carved before his father at the table.
It was exactly that touch of deference in the young dandy,
that probably produced the vague but vastly favourable
impresson which moved the Franklin to speech. We can
imagine the young man anywhere, even in a modern
novel. He would be the sort of young man from Oxford,
who is very careful to address an older man as 'Sr*.
And all this was done when the world had never so
much as dreamed of a novd, in the modern ssnse of a
mere gudy of the fine shades of fictitious character. This
was done in an age of rigid religious allegories, of flat and
decorative romances of chivalry, of gories having indeed
ahundred merits of harmonious pattern or verbal melody,
of spiritual idealism or intellectual symbolism; but hardly
as yet even the beginnings of what we now call the psycho-
logical element in narrative. Chaucer did it alone; he did
it amog by accident; he did it by sheer moral imagina-
tion, in a syle of which there were as yet no modes to
emulate and no rules even to break. It was like tI*first
portrait drawn in a world that had known nothing but
patterns. Beautiful patterns indeed, and ingenious and
intellectual patterns, and patterns showing a profound
knowledge of mathematics and their reation to meta-
physcs, but with never a line or a curve in them cal-
176



The Canterbury Tales

culated to teach anybody how to begin the particular pic-
ture of a face. It may be said that this is too sweeping a
description of the world of literature to which Chaucer
had access and s0in a ssn=e it is; but it will be found,
| think, that the exceptions really prove the rule. Dante,
for ingance, mogt certainly had a profound snse of a
human character, in the desgper sne of a human soul.
| think it probable that it was this sne of individ-
uality in Dante that so profoundly attracted Chaucer;
and made Chaucer, with an insight remarkable at the
time, prefer the bitter exile of Ravenna to the resplendent
Laureate of Rome. But even the case of Dante does not
meet the particular point | mean. Thereason isnot merely
that Dante could not, by the very nature of his work and
plan, develop the ddicate and light comedy in consdera-
tion here. Nobody would expect to find the joke about
the Franklin and the Squire cheerfully introduced into
the Circle of Ice or mentioned in pasing by &. Bernard
when discoursing on the Beatific Vision, But the reason
is desper than that. It isthe reason given, with great in-
dght and wisdom, by Mr. W. B. Yeats, when he said that
tragedy swamps character while comedy condds in char-
acter. Dante dedls with those huge and heroic pasions
which are smply human or superhuman; but in any case
overwhelm the small differentiations that make all the
fun of comic fiction. The Franklin is esentially one par-
ticular father grumbling over one particular son, in one
particular st of highly amusing social crcumgtances. But
the cry of the father in Dante, asit comes out of the T ower
of Hunger, is amply the cry of fatherhood. | am not
claiming for Chaucer the very highest power of tragic or
typical expresson, which is not so much the voice of men
as of man. But | do claim for him that his comedy of
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character was of the finest; but above all, that it was the
first.

Nevertheless, if we are to understand the medieval
world, but still more if we are to understand the modern
world, we must recur to the real limit or term set to the
long-drawn-out comedy of the Canterbury Pilgrims; the
limit which is Canterbury. It istrue, as | have said, that
this original and astonishing adventure in literature does
bring in all that we value most of the fiction of the pre-
sent; but it also brings us to a certain blank or doubt
about the fiction of the future. The Novel was a speciality
of the nineteenth century; precisely because it did seem,
in the lull of the liberal enlightenment, possible to study
mere individuality or idiosyncrasy; and to study it in a
world of eternal leisure. It was not for nothing that the
three-volume novel was found in the seaside library.
There was a sort of suggestion of an endless holiday, in
that study of character for character's sake. | do not mean
that it was not, or is not, or will not always be, a normal
and even noble intellectual interest. | mean that the age of
the great novelists took the holiday for granted: assumed
that the basis of the human brotherhood could never be
broken up. The real trouble is this; that after a certain
point of intellectual differentiation, the brotherhood is
broken up. In a revolution, men will not stand still to be
studied. In a fundamental philosophical disagreement,
men will not even agree about what is worth studying.
Thismodern division is masked by the mildness of modern
manners. The Conservative clerk and the Socialist clerk
do not bawl and bellow at each other as did the Miller
and the Reeve; but they disagree with each other much
more than did the Miller and the Reeve. And when the
Socialist actually acts as the Communist, even the mild-
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ness has been known to be modified. It is aso masked
by a modern mysticism, which leads many to feel quite
honestly that they can do without the definite goal of the
journey. But while this may mean for some a growth of
sympathy, it means for most a break-up of sympathies.
There is nothing to keep the Pilgrims on the same Pil-
grimage.

The truth is that the broad religion creates the narrow
clique. Itiswhat is called the religion of dogmas, that is
of facts (or alleged facts), that creates a broader brother-
hood and brings men of all kinds together. Thisis called
a paradox; but it will be obvious to anyone who considers
the nature of afact. All men sharein afact, if they believe
it to be afact. Only afew men commonly share a feeling,
when it is only a feeling. If there is a deep and delicate
and intangible feeling, detached from all statements, but
reaching to a wordless worship of beauty, wafted in a
sweet savour from the woods of Kent or the spires of
Canterbury, then we may be tolerably certain that the
Miller will not have it. The Miller can only become the
Pilgrim, if he recognizes that God is in the heavens as he
recognizes that the sun is in the sky. If he does recognize
it, he can share the dogmajust as he can share the day-
light. But he cannot be expected to share all the shades
of fineintellectual mysticism that might exist in the mind
of the Prioress or the Parson. | can understand that argu-
ment being turned in an anti-democratic aswell as an anti-
dogmatic direction; but anyhow the individualistic mys-
tics must either do without the mysticism or do without
the Miller. To some refined persons the loss of the latter
would be no very insupportable laceration of the feelings.
But | am not a refined person and | am not merely think-
ing about feelings. | am even so antiquated as to be
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thinking about rights; about the rights of men, which
are extended even to millers. Among those rights is a
certain rough working respect and consideration, which
is at the basis of comradeship. And | say that if the com-
radeship is to include the Miller at all, it must be based
on the recognition of something as really true, and not
merely as ideally beautiful. It is easy to imagine the
Knight and the Prioress riding to Canterbury and talk-
ing in the most elegant and cultivated strain, exchanging
graceful fictions about knights and ladies for equally
graceful legends about virgins and saints. But that sort
of sympathy, especially when it reaches the point of sub-
tlety, is not a way of uniting, or even collecting, all the
Canterbury Pilgrims. The Knight and the Prioresswould
be the founders of a clique; as they probably were already
the representatives of a class. | am not concerned here
with whether the modern mind prefers its pretensions to
popular breadth or its claims to creedless spirituality. |
am only pointing out that it cannot have both at once;
that if religion is an intuition, it must be an individual
intuition and not a social institution; and that it is much
easier to build a social institution on something that is
regarded as a solid fact. Now, however strange it may
seem, the men of the Middle Ages did regard the miracles
of St. Thomas of Canterbury, and the help given them
from heaven by his intercession 'when that they were sick’,
as examples of a solid fact. There was any amount of
human historical evidence for such miracles; and they
were too ignorant and primitive to have learnt to prefer
determinist theory to historical evidence. And as all men
desire health, and as even the worst men may ask heaven
for help in ill-health, and as few except the very worst
would refuse altogether to be thankful for being healthy,
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the whole purpose and attitude of the Pilgrimage rested
on a reality recognized by all sorts of people, good, bad
and indifferent. A religion of miracles turned all this
crowdof incongruous people into one company. A religion
of moods would never have brought them together at the
tavern, far less sent them trotting laboriously to the tomb.

That is perhaps the deepest difference between medie-
val and modern life, and the difference is so great that
many never imagine it, because it is impossible to describe
it. We may even say that the modern world is more reli-
gious, in that the religious are more religious. Anyhow,
there is nothing to prevent a modern mystic being as
mystical as St. John of the Cross; and doubtless many
students of St. John of the Cross are even now approach-
ing his sanctity. But we may be practically certain that
if thereis a modern man like the Miller or the Reeve, he
has not got any religion at all. He certainly would not go
on areligious pilgrimage, or perform any religious duty
at all. One of the quarrels in The Canterbury Tales sounds
exactly like a quarrel in a public-house to-day, between
a boisterous bookie and a surly north-country groom. It
is still possible to find two such personsin a public-house;
it might be possible to find them in a public conveyance
going down to the Derby. But how are we to stretch our
minds so as to imagine the bookie and the groom deliber-
ately going together to Glastonbury, solely to inquire into
the recent psychic phenomena supposed (by some) to be
connected with the Holy Grail? That is the measure of
the difference between Chaucer's age and our own. That
is the measure of the difference between an objective re-
ligion, worshipped as an object by the whole people, and
a subjective religion, studied as a subject only by the re-
ligious. There is something much more dramatic and
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challenging than the disagreement of the Summoner and
the Friar: and that is the agreement of the Summoner
and the Friar. They would never even have come to-
gether to quarrel, except in a social system that funda-
mentally assumed them to agree.

Thus, the Canterbury Pilgrimage takes on avery sym-
bolic socia character, and is indeed the progress which
emerged out of the medieval into the modern world) All
modern critics can take pleasure in the amost modern
realism of the portraiture; in the variety of the types and
the vigour of the quarrels. But the modern problem is
more and more the problem of keeping the company to-
gether at all; and the company was kept together because
it was going to Canterbury. |t will be another business, if
the variety of companions discovers a variety of aims. It
will raise a new problem if the Miller, with his appetite for
more vulgar noises, refuses after all to go to Canterbury
and insists on going off to Ramsgate; possibly the scene of
sports in which he bore avay the Ram. It will be adiffer-
ent thing, if the Merchant firmly refuses to ride beyond
Chatham, because all his interests are limited to the pro-
gressive industry of that wealthy and dirty town. Darker
days will come, when the Prioress, not content with pity-
ing mice, will withdraw to a Vegetarian Hostel on the hills
of Westerham, inhabited by cranks; while the now aged
K night, swearing that the Service is going to the dogs, and
that these damned pacifists haven't a damned patriotic in-
stinct left, shall devote himself furiously to the fortifica-
tions of Dover. As their counterparts stand to-day, it is
easer to imagine the Wife of Bath wanting to go sun-
bathing at Margate, or the Clerk instantly returning, with
refined disgust, to Oxford, than to imagine either of them
wanting to toil on together to a particular tomb in Canter-
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bury. For the moment, this division of heart is masked by
a certain heartiness, in the modern pursuit of mere games
and pleasures; but you cannot make a complete social sys-
tem out of games and pleasures. Y ou cannot, in some
dark hour of peril, ask thousands to die for the Derby, or
even to be taxed to death for the International Golf Cham-
pionship. A nation that has nothing but its amusements
will not be amused for very long. Moreover, the amuse-
ments are at least as narrow as the devotions and dedica-
tions. You will not persuade the Clerk of Oxford to go
to Ramsgate, merely to see the Miller win the Ram. You
will not persuade the Miller to go to Oxford, which might
well have been named, at that time, after the Dumb Ox
of Philosophy: St. Thomas of Aquin. But they were both
ready to go together to the shrine of St. Thomas of Can-
terbury. The real modern problem is—what pilgrimage
have we on which these two different men will ride to-
gether? | mean, of course, one on which they will ride
together and remain different. There are many forces
making for a superficial sameness in modern life; far too
many. There is standardization and the stunts of journal-
ism and the various forms of conscription and coercion
rather peculiar to our time; such as Prohibition. But you
do not re-consecrate the Cathedral by shutting up the
Tabard; or make men want to go on a pilgrimage by for-
bidding them to go to a public-house. There are many
modern forces, commercial or scientific, tending to make
men look or talk the same. But the Clerk and the Miller
did not look and talk the same. They had nothingin com-
mon but their purpose; but they had a purpose. Itisvery
puzzling to look at the real society around us at this mo-
ment, and consider whether it has a purpose. For the
present, at least, there is no Canterbury in sight for the
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Canterbury Pilgrims. The coloured cavalcade is halted
somewhere in the suburbs, and suffering the bewilder-
ment dating from that day, when sectarians and journal -
ists and jerry-builders between them decided that every
man should live in the same villa and every man in a
different universe.

Some of these conclusions are inevitably coloured with
my own convictions; but | do not think that those most
opposed to them will differ greatly about the contempor-
ary facts. Few will deny that a certain kind of straight-
forward story, with a plot and a point, but adorned with
vivid portraits of different persons, began to enter the
world in Chaucer's time. Not many will deny that the
development of that straightforward story is doubtful and
perplexed in our own time. It is possible, of course, that
somebody will make something out of it; something that
isanother story; something that is not astory. Something
may be done with the subconsciousness of the Miller or
the dual personality of the Wife of Bath. But | doubt
whether it will be what we have known as a readable ro-
mance, if it cannot hold together the Wife of Bath as one
person or the Canterbury Pilgrimage as one party. | am not
aonein thinkingthat weare likely to see the break-up* of
the particular culture made by the Renaissance, at least
as much as Chaucer was in a position to see the break-up of
the particular culture of theMiddle Ages. Nor am | alone,
| fancy, in suspecting that this special creation caled the
modern Novel, which began with him, may end with us.

At leadt, in this lighter and (dare | say) lesser matter
of |etters, may we who are burdened with conclusions, or
even convictions, be suffered to entertain a suspicion? A
suspicion that in the secret matter of happiness (not pros-
perity, or efficiency, or even equality, but happiness) men
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do not merely progressindefinitely, but rather passa flash-
ing moment of maturity; passit, for instance, when they
drink just too much good wine at the Tabard and fall
under the table, or progress beyond Canterbury and fall
into the sea That there is an instant of radiant ripeness
which the drunkard does not recover, and to which neither
does the dead return; and that this crisis of perfection, in
literature and the love of literature, comes when what is
old and simple can still mingle with what is new and
strange. When men can still listento astory likechildren,
but can aready savour the humours of men like men;
when men can still be surprised at the logical turn of fate
that swings round and strikes down the victorious Arcite,
but can dready be ironically entertained by the torrent of
sf-expression from the Wife of Bath, who exults in sheer
egotism for pages before she gets to any story at all; when
they were still so unsophisticated as to be moved by the
mountainous yet ever mounting crescendo of magnani-
mity in the generous rivalries of the Franklin's Tale;
and yet have gained enough of culture to appreciate some
verbal felicities in the telling, as in the Dantesque touch
of the woman's wild prayer that all the high black rocks
be sunken into hell; when a man could yet weep like the
Host (that sentimentalist!) over the mere death of asimple
maid, and yet roar down a bore or a bully with thejoyful
contempt of Rabelais; when they could find a melodious
pleasure in the mere flow of a narrative and yet remain
sufficiently wide-awake to react when it ended with the
point of an anecdote; when the world was young enough
to be capable of hero-worship and old enough to be cap-
able of humour; and that this flame of the highest happi-
ness flashed for a moment in the mirror of the genius of
Chaucer; like the noonday sun upon a naked sword.
85



Chapter VI
Chaucer as an Englishman

e have heard much of late of something called
Emergent Evolution; a phrase which, like
many scientific phrases, we may find rather
useful solongaswe do not useit scientifically. Evolution
as explanation, as an ultimate philosophy of the cause of
living things, is still faced with the problem of producing
rabbits out of an empty hat; a process commonly in-
volving some hint of Design. But evolution, and especi-
ally emergence, as a convenient and compact description
of a sort of relative growth we can all se for ourselves, is
very useful in many connexions, and especialy in con-
nexion with the problem of England in the later Middle
Ages. The Englishman, as a national figure now fully
nationalized, stands in the modern world for certain as-
sociations or impressions, true or false, but anyhow fairly
familiar. We could hardly say simply that, in Chaucer's
time, the Englishman was non-existent. We cannot ex-
actly sy that the Englishman was existent. We can say
that the Englishman was emergent. But it is necessary to
state more exactly the stage of his emergence, and the true
proportions in which he was like and unlike ourselves.
The nineteenth-century version of the Englishman
would be entirely fadse in the fourteenth century. It may
be urged in answer (by curious and restless minds) that
the nineteenth-century version was entirely fdse in the
nineteenth century. It is easy enough to point out con-
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trasts and inconsistencies that might seem to make the
whole ordinary English legend alie. The norma Eng-
lishman was supposed to be a sturdy and stoical figure,
who hated to show his feelings for fear of seeming flashy;
or making anything so theatrical as 'a scen€. And his
most popular novelist was Dickens and his most fashion-
able statesman was Disraeli. But though it is obvious that
he was much more romantic than he thought he was, it is
true that hisfinance about himself was the romance of
beingunromantic. That is, it was the romance of being
practical; even the romance of being prosaic. There was
a multitudinous English type made on that model, and
they really were more national as well as more normal
than the quacks or geniuses whom they admired. It is
obviousthat the 'unpatriotic' Cobden was ahundred times
more of an Englishman than the patriotic L ord Beacons-
field; and perhaps the humdrum Trollope more repre-
sentative than the dazzling Dickens. When all allow-
ances are made, it is true that a type had appeared, by
about the end of the eighteenth century, which was com-
monly regarded as the English type and is even now only
partially transformed; a type compared with which most
foreigners appeared volatile or violent or exuberantly
vivacious. Its story had been one of two or three cen-
turies. Its foundation, like every foundation, was re-
ligious: its first bass had been Puritanism; on this was
erected all the ugly opulence of Industrialism; and then
there had matured another influence, most modern but
perhaps most fascinating and fashionable of all; what may
be called the genteel stoicism of the Public Schools. The
gentlemen who governed England, the gentlemen who
were England, received their two great commandments.
They must play the game and they must not play at it.
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Above all, they must not play at it playfully. A singular
seriousness must be directed towards the sports that most
other people think merely sportive; and they must be
made the rites of areligion of patriotism. With thiswent
all the kindred things: the pride in evading emotion; the
contented confession of a certain ignorance of music or
foreign refinements; the hazy identification of the vices of
industrialism with the virtue of industry. This English-
man did exist; at any rate he did try to exist. And there
is a sense in which the ideal is more important than the
real. The rea is only useful to realistic novelists. It is
the ideal, or in a better language the god, who really
leads the masses of men and turns the corners of history.

When we have firmly and clearly modelled the image
of what the whole modern world has meant by an Eng-
lishman, we must instantly and utterly destroy it. When
we have once vividly understood what was really meant
by the national ideal in the nineteenth century, we must
utterly sweep it away from the whole field of the four-
teenth century. Nothing whatever resembling that con-
scious ideal of common sense, or cold virility, existed for
Chaucer and his contemporary countrymen. Indeed, so
far as there was a general atmosphere and attitude, it wAs
all the other way. If the Victorians could have actually
had a vision of Chaucerian England, they would have
thought the Englishman was a Frenchman. Al the jokes
against the Frenchman would be jokes against the fqur-
teenth-century Englishman. All the emotions and ex-
pressions of emotions were there, especiadly those con-
sidered most un-English. If Jules and Jacques kissed
each other, it would seem altogether absurd to Thackeray,
If Palamon and Arcite kissed each other, it would not
seem in the least absurd to Chaucer. That men should on
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occasion weep, and even weep in public, seemed no more
unnatural to the writers of the older England than it did
to the writers of the Old Testament or the lliad. But the
contrast is even plainer in the gesture of joy than the
gesture of grief. The tag about Merry England is not
unhistorical; for many historic witnesses did regard it as
rather merrier than the neighbouring nations. The Vic-
torian Englishman was rather prone to regard a damned
fiddler as a damned foreigner. The medieval visitor to
England described it as full of fiddling; as especially
addicted to music and minstrelsy and dance and song.
From the Victorian point of view, in so far as England
did differ from France, it was in being rather more French
than France. And indeed the Victorian, or the man who
finds virtue only in the modern Public School ideal, must
frankly face the fact that in the fourteenth century what
he has called England did not exist. Not only was there
another nation, but it was in a sense a Franco-English
nation. It was partly because France and England were
so nearly one nation, that the kings struggled so long to
make them one kingdom. Anybody can s in history
how near were the national types to each other then,
and how far apart they are now. The Black Prince and
Bertrand du Guesclin understood each other much better,
as enemies, than French and Foch could understand each
other as alies. Behind all was the great unity of Christen-
dom, more than twelve hundred years old, which the later
insular Englishman had never even heard of. Such weas
the condition when the first cracks appeared in that
Continent. France and England did not unite; and the
great English nation was founded, very largely by Joan
of Arc.

Now it is when we have frankly and fully realized this
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that the fun begins. Itiswhen we have cleared our minds
of the last lingering notion that the proverbial practical
Englishman existed then, as he exists now, that we can
begin to consider what is meant by saying that he was not
existent; but he was emergent. Geoffrey Chaucer no
more regarded himself as John Bull than a prehistoric
Red Indian regarded himself as a Regular Guy. He no
more prided himself on being a plain blunt Englishman,
with a Bible under one arm and a business ledger under
the other, than a Cossack of the twelfth century prided
himself on being a Communist of the twentieth. It was
an utterly different world, the old world of Christendom
which had once been the Christian Roman Empire; a
world in which the local loyalties were still feudal; the
larger loyalties still often imperial; and the ultimate
loyalty entirely religious and long centred in Rome.
Nine-tenths of the mind of a man like Chaucer were busy
with thingsthat have entirely vanished from theworld, as
sen by an English patriot to-day. The vast, if shadowy,
suzerainty of the Emperor that had reared itself against
the supremacy of the Pope; the assumption at the back of
every Christian mind that the Crusades ought really to
be continued, though they had already been practically
abandoned; the seriousjuridical argument about the Plan-
tagenet claim to the French throne; the vast and crowded
ways of medieval travel, which followed so largely the
great roads to the great shrines of the Continent. Itcan
all be summed up by saying that Chaucer would have
thought it quite as natural to go on a pilgrimage to Com-
postella as on a pilgrimage to Canterbury. It is aso
worth remarking that, if he had gone on a pilgrimage to
Compostella, or to any Christian shrine in Hungary or
Poland or the other end of Europe, he would very prob-
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ably have sen a statue of St. Thomas of Canterbury
looking down on him in a strange land.

But the point is this; that while nine-tenths of his
mind made him a citizen of the old empire of Christen-
dom, there was another tenth of his mind; and it was
beginning to tell. Canterbury would not suggest to him
anything resembling what we mean now by a cathedral
city or an Archbishop of Canterbury. It would be more
likely to suggest the Pope who had avenged St. Thomas
on the tyrant who had him slain. But he was beginning
to feel, with a part of his mind, that Canterbury was
Canterbury and not Compostella: that it had a Kentish
and not a Spanish smell about it; that, while it was an
international shrine, it was a point of pride to have an
international shrine inside one's own nation; and that,
while it was only one of the holy places, it was convenient
and comfortable to have a holy place so near home. We
may sy, if we like, that his subconsciousness was more
i national than his consciousness; | suspect that it wes as
yet only a corner of his subconsciousness, but it wes
growing; it was evolving; it was emergent. And it is
really a subtle and fascinating study, far more fascinating
than anything offered by a cheap simplification, modern-
ization or nationalization of the Chaucerian phase, to trace
out the first faint beginnings of the separate national
character that exists to-day; the real roots of the differ-
ence that afterwards, in its later exaggeration, divided
England from Europe.

There are several very curious, and even mysterious,
things about Chaucer, which do aready mark him out as
a man somewhat different from the same sort of man in
the France or Italy of his day. There are moments when
we can truly say that the medieval Englishman is aready
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beginning to be the modern Englishman. Something,
often something oddly negative (s is often the case with
the quaint qualities of the English), has begun to appear,
in such away that we can sy now, though it is doubtful
if we could have said then, 'This man is beginning to look
devilish like an English Gentleman*, or, 'l f he does not
look out, thiswill end in being a Good Sport'. Not that
| would imply any lack of sympathy with these modern
ideals, in moderation; | merely mean that, in this time of
transition in which Chaucer lived, we sometimes sud-
denly s them looming far ahead; things not perhaps
inevitable, but certainly unmistakable. These possibilities
dready existed; they need not eventually have been
so much exaggerated; above all, they need not have
been so much isolated. Anyhow, Chaucer could aready
boast of being distinguished from his fellow-Christians;
though he could not yet boast of being divided from
them.

I will take first one very strange example; the position
of the poet in relation to fame and fashion. He was not
an unsuccessful man. For the greater part of his life he
was a successful man and a poet; and yet we cannot say
exactly that he wasa successful poet. That is, he was not
successful as a poet in the way in which some of his con-
temporaries were successful as poets. praised and ap-
plauded as poets; crowned and enthroned as poets. In
this respect there is a curious parallel between the mys-
tery of Chaucer and the mystery of Shakespeare. They
were neither of them failures or outcasts; they both seem
to have had a good deal of solid success, though Shake-
speare was wedlthiest in later life and Chaucer in middle
life. But they were more successful than famous; and
more famous than glorious. The odd obscurity of Shake-
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speare, in some aspects which has been the negative
opportunity of so many cranks and quacks, is a real fact
sofar asit goes, and it can best be measured if we com-
pareit, for instance, with the flamboyant fame of Ronsard
afew years before in France. Some say that Shakespearées
death was disreputable; it is a far more cregpy and un-
canny fact that his life was regpectable He lived and
died, not like afirst-rate failure, but like a fourth-rate
success Helived and died a proper provincial burgess a
few years after Ronsard had gathered round his gorgeous
death-bed that great assembly of noblesand princes in the
robes of religion, and proclaimed to all Europe aswith a
trumpet that no man born had known so much glory as
he, and that he was weary of it and thirsty for the glory
of God. The obscure death of Shakespeare is dmogt as
startling a contrast, whether it was disreputable or re-
pectable.

Now Chaucer moves in amost exactly the same
manner, on what may be caled a lower level of mod-
erate ucosss As we can compare the respectability of
Shakespeare with the public glory of Ronsard, so we
can compare the respectability of Chaucer with the tower -
ing splendour of Petrarch. Petrarch was not, | fancy, a
much greater poet than Chaucer; certainly not so original
a poet as Chaucer. Petrarch had a public triumph like
the triumph of Julius Caesar; like the triumph of an
Emperor who had conquered the world. He passd
through the srests of Rome with an army of banners
and trumpets, to where he was crowned with laure, the
eternal crown, upon the high rock of the Capitol, and
went to Mass like a king in sate, to leave his wreath on
the altar of . Peter's. And all this time we find the
English poet, greater or at least as great, moving about
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busily, but entirely lost in the crowd; noticed by nobody
in particular except the few people who sent him on his
rather mysterious errands; apparently having a good ded
to do, but aways of the sort that rather involved his
avoiding observation than obtaining fame. He seams to
be all over the place; but he is dways under the surface,
Nobody says 'l met old Chaucer in Westminster'; no-
body writes, 'l had the honour to meet no less a person
than M r. Chaucer when | wasin Italy'. Hewasin Italy
when the radiant and resplendent Petrarch was there;
certainly in the same country, probably in the same town.
It is highly probable, though by no means certain, that
they met. The question has been debated down to the
last detail by men much more learned than 1. But a
much more important point, as | should consider it, is
this: that in any case people would have said that Chaucer
had managed to meet Petrarch; not that Petrarch had
managed to meet Chaucer.

Now we may easily note this, to begin with, with the
somewhat melancholy moral, 'That is about as much as
England will do for literature and literary men'. Prob-
ably it was true then, as it is certainly true now, that
France and Italy would lend themselves more naturally to
agreat popular enthusiasm for a poet as such; to a great
national and even political pageant in honour of pure
Beauty. It is dso true that they have preserved, per-
haps by their more direct hold on pagan antiquity,, more
of the ancient idea of an officium or official status of the
Bard or the Orator; a sort of sacred position like that of
the Priest or the Sibyl. Compared with that, we may say
that in England all authors are amateurs. Many of them
were primarily what used to be called humorists; that is,
many of them were characters and some of them pretty
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queer characters. Even as early as Chaucer's time, it
would seem, there was something of this aversion to the
public carnival for the crowning of a poor literary gent.
But, unless | am mistaken, there was something dse in
it, much more deep and subtle./Mr. Geoffrey Chaucer,
with his unobtrusive way of going off on Government
business, his taste for being trustworthy and not con-
spicuous, his carrying of important dispatches and trying
to look like anybody else, has something extraordinarily
English about him. We amost fedl that he has given 'his
man' a holiday and quietly packed his suit-case at the club.
Already, in the fourteenth century, there is faintly fore-
shadowed that indescribable tone of the English gentle-
man on such ajob. He is the unofficia officia. He has
the official obscurity of numberless gentlemen in Govern-
ment offices. He has even a touch of the strong silent
hero, who goes on Secret Service in the novels of Sapper
and Le Queux,) All this, of course, isawild exaggeration
like the novels in question; for, as | have said, the thing
had only just faintly begun to be a tendency and had not
yet ended in a type. Still, we cannot dismiss a dim im-
pression of that sort of gentlemanly understanding, of
that sort of impersonal personal mission, when we com-
pare the sort of success that was allowed to Chaucer with
the sort of success that was allowed to Petrarch. We
have, perhaps, a hint of the sort of man who really, in his
heart, thinks it more important to share a secret with his
country's rulers than to be acclaimed like a god by all the
crowds of his countrymen. Anyhow, it seems to me that
there is already a subtly national note in this odd use of a
man of genius; and this concentration on public affairs a9
private affairs. Chaucer was not in the least like amodern
Englishman; but he was the beginning of something of
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which the modern Englishman was the end. The point
here is that it had already begun.

(Second, there is something symboalic in his sodial rank.
There is even something symboalic in the doubts about his
sda rank. Something was aready growing, and was
especially developed in England, which was not quite
explained by the logical sysem of ranks and guilds in the
Middle Ages. For logic (or what reasonable people call
reason) was almog the very soul of the Middle Ages. Yet
something more indeterminate is already detaching itsdf;
and in England it has become mog detached.; It is sym-
bolized, as | sy, in the very fact that one agpect or
tradition of Chaucer shows him as the child of a common
vintner sdling barrds of wine to ruffians like the Ship-
man ; while another shows him not so much a courtier as
amog a cousn of some great prince like John of Gaunt.
Something individualigtic in English development made
this really true of individuals, though not of dases It
mugt not be confused with that lifting of men from the
lowest to the highest edtate, which was a common action
of medieval monarchy, as of all genuine monarchy. King
Henry could raise the butcher's son as King Cophetua
could raise the beggar-maid; that true persona authority
often had a touch that seemed like magic. The thing |
mean concerned the way in which the upper middle dass
abutted upon the upper dass and how particular people
could cross the line in a particular way, especialy in this
particular country. Nor mug it be confused with that
opportunity often offered to the poores to rise by the
ladder of learning, and the asigance of the Church,
which was the peculiar glory of the Middle Ages. This
matter | mention now is more of a socda accident; it
would always be rather a chance for the richest than for
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the poorest; but they probably had more of a chance here
than esawhere. One way of putting it would be to sy
that the sysem of nobility was no longer mere nepatism;
but it was till mere favouritism. Another way of put-
ting it would be to say that the vintner's son, in thewords
of the comic opera, was appointed by ajob; and a good
job too.

Our England has been an aristocracy which denied
that it was arigtocratic. In this queer inverted pride there
has often been hypocrisy, but often only inconsstency;
the desre to combine limited privilegeswith liberal senti-
ments. Anyhow, its gory for the last century or two has
been that of a governing dass which pretended not to
govern. Now nothing of that last phase was possble to
the philosophy of the Middle Ages. Princes they knew
and citizensthey knew, and the authority of superiorsand
the equality of brethren; but accepting social superiority
as an atmosphere, while not asserting it as an ingtitution,
would have ssemed to them mere nonsense A medieval
man would have thought it smply a mad paradox for
anybody to give a man a coronet and a coat of arms to
make him admirable, and then call people sobs for
admiring him. When they crowned a man king, they
made him king; and would have thought it silly to crown
him, if he were only what we now call a congtitutional
king. Sometimes they preferred a republic; occasonally
it degenerated into an aristocratic republic. But they did
not explain that aristocracy is more democratic than
democracy. All this singular way of talking is entirely
modern, and we must not look for anything like that in
the sodal postion of Chaucer. Neverthdess, there is
already something distinctively English in the social posi-
tion. There is something private and occasona in his
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way of slipping into the social class above his own. We
can amost hear the County, or the Club, saying that
after al he is a damned good fellow; not without the
implication of a damned useful fellow. But the point of
the admission was, as it continued to be at least until very
lately, that the exception was exceptional. It was excep-
tional even if it became pretty frequent or general. It
was exceptional because it was personal. The word went
forth that the vintner should be accepted; not that the
vintners should be. So, until lately, the whole object of

English aristocratic diplomacy was to admit the green-
grocer without admitting the greengrocers; to admit the
pork-butcher without admitting the pork-butchers; and
especidly of late, to admit the pawnbroker and the money-
lender on the same principles and in even larger numbers.
With the last phase of all (which has begun to happen in
our time), in which the gentleman no longer patronizes
the pawnbroker, because the pawnbroker patronizes the
gentleman, we are not here concerned.

(""Thus, though the socia status of the poet was only a
sort of far-off signal, that might hint to historians that a
long historical process had begun, there is something
satisfactory and almost soothing in its embodiment in "
great and so magnanimous a man. For it is not fair to
forget the good side of this curious opportunist aristo-
cracy adopted by the English. It has certainly proved
the only human and workable way of preserving arisito-
cracy, which has really not been preserved a all, as a
method of government, by anybody except the English.
Everywhere where aristocracy was logical, that is, where
nobility and heredity and heraldry went together in a
consistent scheme, that nobility has ceased to govern the
nation. It has dways been elbowed aside either by demo-
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cracy or by despotism. The working of the English
method does really require a certain kind of geniality and
good humour; a certain spirit which, if we wish to s it
at its very best, we could hardly find more vividly em-
bodied than in the persona character of Chaucer

| do not think it fanciful to find in Chaucer's work,
not only the first faint outline of the English Gentleman,
but also the first faint outline of the English Lady. There
is no doubt that the Prioress in The Canterbury Talesis a
Lady; but she seems to me to be an exceedingly English
Lady. The considerable social importance of her little
dogs would done strike the specia note. She was a
spinster with exactly the right amount of sentiment; as
exhibited in the motto on her brooch or clasp. She was
particular about manners at table. She did not like to
$e a mouse caught in a trap. And indeed we may once
more indulge our fancy, in rinding one of these ancestra
adumbrations; the suggestion of the whole tempera-
mental tendency expressed in the specia kind of kind-
ness to animas so much valued by the English gentry
to-day. Itisa specia kind; and some critics might even
find it a paradoxical kind. The Prioress was more |ogical
than many a modern lady, whose favourite cat (if he is
anything of a logician) must be profoundly puzzled at
being allowed to kill mice but not to kill birds. The same
critic (if he were in a mood to be merely critical) might
possibly describe the gentry of England as a nation of
fox-hunters perpetually boasting that they are not bull-
fighters. But the critic would be too critical, if he implied
that the inconsistency was an insincerity. There really is
a particular kind of affection for animals, which is very
marked among the modern English; and in some inde-
finable but very vivid fashion, it does rise up before Usin
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the presence of this medieval English lady. Somehow,
she does waft across the ages a delicately mingled atmo-
sphere of refinement and fuss. It is indeed an error to
suppose that our ancestors were merely barbarous and
benighted to a man, about difficult questions like our
relation to the lower animals; or that the notion of avoid-
ing cruelty is merely new or modern. It is not even true,
as some more sympathetic people imagine, that tender-
ness to wild animals was the isolated individual discovery
of the great St. Francis of Assisi; original as he was in
many ways. There are any number of old medieva
stories about hermits and holy men who protected animals
from the hunters, for instance; and might not have been
so popular after all with the North Blankshire Hunt. It
was a characteristic of St. Anselm a century before St
Francis. The truer way of stating the cese is that men
have dways been pretty patchy and inconsistent in their
attitude to animals, and that we ourselves are pretty
patchy and inconsistent still. In every age there are a
few who are very careful and many who are very cardess,
and a modern lady with a devotion to mice might find
herself dmost as much in a minority a a modern tea
table as did the Prioress at the Tabard.

| only mention the matter here, however, as another
example of that almost cregpy unconscious fashion, in
which we can feel the mind of Chaucer beginning to
work towards the things that afterwards went to make up
the peculiar modern mood of the English nation. As |
have suggested that there was something, so to spesk, of
pre-natal nationality about Chaucer's way of going about
his business, | may add that there isan even more unmis-
takable socid savour about Chaucer on a holiday. In all
his remarks about his companions, as well as in his few
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remarks about himsdf, thereis all that particular sort of
sdf-effacing sociability which has really, when all cant is
disposed of, made the English gentleman the best com-
panion in the world. It has been complicated by all sorts
of incondstencies, and by many that have arisen snce
Chaucer's time. It has been often narrowed by ariso-
cracy and sometimes soured by Puritanism, but it is there
still; and in the Catholic Canterbury pilgrimage it is
there already. It is marked off from the same kind of
courtesy among Frenchmen or Italians by two unmis-
takable marks, which ill exist; a certain casuaness and
flippancy, epecially to fill up slences and a certain
half-conscious policy of avoiding deep disagreement on
mattersthat really matter. Chaucer isall for letting desp-
ing dogs lie, including the greyhounds of the Prioress.
He is not fond of fuss He rather evades the quegtions
asked of him, and does not mind looking more of a fool
than he is. It iswhen | condder the man at this parti-
cular moment, in this particular aspedt, in the hour of
holiday when he was mogt himsdf, that a vague notion
occurs to me that may be the explanation of the difficult
problem of his politics.

Chaucer lived in a time that was the turning-point of
English history; more truly the turning-point,) | think,
than even the time of Shakespeare, Being, like Chaucer,
made free of a free religion, | do not admit that men or
cidties are bound to any inevitable doom) So | will not
sy that after what happened in the England of Chaucer,
nobody could have avoided what happened in the Eng-
land of Shakegpeare But | will say that in the time of
Chaucer aturn wastaken and aroad was partly travelled,
which it would have been necessary to retrace in order to
avoid the degtruction or transformation that lay ahead.
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What happened in Chaucer's time was that the Nobles
broke the King, and could actually st up a new man to
call himsaf King, though he was no more than a Nobler
These things always happen by stages, and this could not
have happened 0 early, except that the Noble was the
nearegt to the royal blood. But he was almogt admittedly
a usurper, and his success ¢ood for the breakdown of
many medieval principles that nobody before had ven-
tured to break. What Chaucer himsdf thought of the
political postion we have no certain means of knowing.
The catagrophe occurred late in his life, when he was
probably willing enough to receive occasona help from
the Court he had known in hisyouth, without interfering
further in its quarrels. It has sometimes struck me as
rather curious and interesting that when he addressad to
the new King his humorous ballade about the emptiness
of his purse, he accompanied that very broad hint with
an Envoi which might have more meanings than one.
It begins, 'O conqueror of Brutus Albion' and, though
he hagtened to add more formal salutations, this might
possbly be read as a reference to the violent and un-
traditional origin of the reign. Something of the same
oddity has always struck mein Andrew Marvell's admir-
able Horatian Ode on Cromwell, which is supposed to be
a compliment to Cromwell, but sounds to me like a pro-
longed sneer at him. The long parenthess on the dig-
nified and courageous death of Charles the First can
hardly have been very cosy reading for Cromwell. And
the lagt lines, about 'the same arts that did gain a power
mug it maintain', sound to me uncommonly like saying,
"You've got everything by brute force, and you'll jolly
well have to hang on to it'. However this may be, | do
not pretend that there is even this amount of criticism
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necessarily implied in Chaucer's action, when he ad-
dressss Henry of Bolingbroke as a Conqueror rather than
a King. $till, it is one of those half-shades that seem
faintly suggestive where all is shadowy; and | think it
likely enough that Chaucer's mind was somewhat divided
on the matter. On the one hand, he had been of the party
and group of poets whose patron was John of Gaunt, the
father of the usurper; on the other hand there is nothing
to prove that John of Gaunt himsdf, let alone all his
poets and proteges, would have approved entirely of the
usurpation. Then, again, the tone of Chaucer's previous
poem, addressed to the dethroned King before his de-
thronement, lends some support to the idea that he
thought that prince was reckless or almog riding for a
fall. He continually repeats, in no very courtly tone, that
what the realm neads everywhere is Steadfastness, with
the possble inference that its ruler was not sufficiently
deadfast. This was certainly a charge made againgt
Richard the Second, both in his own time and in ours,
but here again the inference is very insufficient. To take
ancther paralld from the age of Marvell; there were
many Cavaliers who continually reproached Charles the
First with his errors in the earlier stages, but who sup-
ported him at the lag and to the last, from Wentworth
who died for him on the scaffold to Falkland who died
for him on the battlefield. | think, therefore, that thereis
very little that can be inferred from the fragmentary
evidences of Chaucer's palitical attitude.(He had been a
diplomatist, but not a politician, and the common desre
of amost every intelligent diplomatist is to keep as far as
possble out of politics. He had been ready to represent
the country and the court among foreigners, but it does
not follow that he had any particular partisan interest in
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the quarrds of native factions among themsdves. With
the quegtion of whether there was any political signific-
ance in his disappearance from office, and interlude of
obscurity, | deal dsewhere

In any case, all such speculations are conditioned by
the great historical limitation called human life; the fact,
too often forgotten, that such a man never saw the seque
that we sse Shakespeare, who on the whole upholds the
legend of a lack of geadfastness in Richard the Second,
could se far too much of what followed to think that
seadfastness was secured by the accesson of Henry the
Fourth. Though Shakegpeare ssams on the whole Lan-
cadrian in his sympathies, he was much more constious
of the inevitable perils of pitting Lancaster againgt York.
He looked back at his princely but pathetic Richard, the
lag pure Plantagenet, across a valley of dry bones of
death and futile destruction; of which Chaucer could
never have had a hint. There was no way in which the
old court poet, brought up in the splendid court of the
victorious Edward, could guess the ghastly evisceration
of England by feudal rebds up to the exhausted peace of
Bosworth. Chaucer was brought up in a time when the
Liliescould betriumphantly quartered with the Leopards,
as if France and England had become one country. He
never knew that the time was coming when England
would become two countries, or perhaps three or four
countries, and her shied be quartered in a very different
sne Yet that disruption of England in the Wars of
the Rases was of some curious concern to Chaucer, as a
poet as well as a patriot. For | cannot but suppose that
the desolation of that dynagtic war was the explanation of
something that needs not a little explaining; the com-
parative barrenness of the Chaucerian tradition in litera-
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tureafter hisdeath. He had, if ever man did in theworld,
started a new impulse; yet it seemed to have stopped
amogt as soon as it garted. It would be an exaggeration
to say that we had no medieval poets before Chaucer and
precious few after him. But there was nothing like the
poetic progeny or dynasty we had every right to expect,
until long afterwards when the Renaissance came to
England. And | suspect it was due to the conqueror of
Brutus Albion, who did more by his example to en-
courage potential conquerors than to encourage potential
poets |If Chaucer did expect seadfastness from the Lan-
cadrian usurpation, he suffered a post-mortem punish-
ment for his mistake.

Thus the readiness of Chaucer to support the party of
the son of John of Gaunt, though regarded by good his
torians as probable, is certainly not proved. But | confess
that | come to regard it as more probable, when | con-
template, as | am doing here, his curioudy casual English
attitude as expressed in the comedy of The Canterbury
Tales. With so much about him of what has made the
English glorious or generous or genial, there was some-
thing also of what has made them gullible and indifferent
and too much controlled by events. Chaucer was not a
sob, but he was something of what they call in America
aregular guy or in England a clubable felow or a man's
man. | could easly beieve that he was never so much in
revolt againg the success of Bolingbroke as Shakespeare
was againg the sucosss of Burleigh; for Shakespeare was
atragic poet with a touch in him of the revolt of Timon.
It isa possblefancy, whereall isfanciful, that the greatest
Englishman of that age did not rebd againg the tragic
turn of the age, because he was too English to be arebel.
He may even have been duped by that dull cynicism that
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talks about the need of practical palitics, and then gives
itsdf up to be plundered by practical politicians. He may
have been s far infected by such opportunism as to
acoept Henry of Bolingbroke as a practical politician. He
would not be the less English for having joined in the
biggest blunder of English higtory. But | repeat that
there is no proof of the fact; it islittle more than a poss-
bility, and it is a possbility that only interess me here
because it goes along with all the other hints that there
was already something in the medieval Englishman point-
ing towards the particular idiosyncrades of the modern
Englishman. It had nothing to do with the higher part
of his mind and work, which was concerned with that
everlagting light in which all things sand bright and
solid; but on the lower leve it is likely enough that he
may have let things dide like sand. He may have let
deeping dogslie; little knowing, like many ancther oppor-
tunigt, that what he really did was to let dip the dogs of
war.

There is one comment which may well be added at this
point. It is agreed that in the modern snse of novelty,
the production of hew nogrums and nations, to be worked
into sysems like Sodalian or Chrigtian Sdence, Chaucer
was not a man who troubled about ideas being new. It
was quite enough for him, srange to say, that they were
true.(He was in many ways really conservative and even
his talents did not lie in the direction of new definitions
or demands A critic might put it in the form of saying
; that Chaucer was a true son of the feudal sygem, in that
he was even proud of being a dependent) He was as we
have seen, proud of being a dependent of the poet Ovid,
a dependent of the philosopher Aristotle, a dependent of
the theologian Aquinas. All thisistrue, and it isa truth
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that diposesat a blow of all thedreary attemptsthat have
lately been made to represent medieval sodiety as utterly
servile or brutal or bigoted. Every man who has ever
opened a book of Chaucer, every man who has ever
opened the doors of Chaucer'smind and world, knows all
that to be nonsense, even when it is nonsense supported
by detailed or laborious learning. Chaucer was a great
poet; hewas a great man; but hewas not a great revolu-
tionigt, not even in that sense a great reformer; certainly
not a great iconodagt or heretic.Hewas not a man to
hurl Bolshevig opinions like bombs into the crowd of
conventional people with whom he lived so courteoudy
and contentedly; he did not have them to throw, and he
would not have thought them worth throwing; certainly
not worth the exploson. If anybody thinks this sort of
'taking the world as he found it' a proof of littleness,
uch a person cannot be expected to accept my view of
Chaucer's largeness. But the critic, in withdrawing the
compliment from Chaucer, mugt withdraw the dander
from the Middle Ages. It is quite certain that the reader
of Chaucer ingtantly breathes an atmosphere of breezy and
cordial brotherhood, of charity towards all sorts of men,
of a* sense of the worthlessness of rank and wealth in com-
parison with worth, of a snse of fundamental freedom
and fraternity in the commonwealth of Christian men.
These notions must have been normal medieval notions,
or a man like Chaucer would never have had them, or
bothered about them. He was not the sort to go digging
for abnormal notions. There is that amount of truth in
calling him a conservative or even a courtier. They must
have been ideas that a man could casualy express or
Chaucer would not have remained a court favourite all
his life, when he was always expressing them so casually.
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If that is what is meant by denying originality to Chau-
cer, the charge is true. There was nothing of the New
Morality about him; there was nothing of the man who
wears no dothes in Hampstead or cannot keep cats be-
cause they are carnivorous. It was not so that he held the
view that men of rank should be rebuked or that gentility
was not mere ancedtry. If these liberal sentiments had
been fads in that snse to the medieval mind, nobody
with anotion of personal character can think that Geoffrey
Chaucer would havejoined the faddigs. Some may hold,
but | do not hold, that a man cannot be really original
who has this huge appetite for what is normal. Anyhow,
Chaucer had it, and he was s0 native to his age and
country that his attitude mugt have ssemed tolerably
normal to them.

/ So far we have seen in faint outline a figure very
familiar to usin modern literature and to some extent in
modern life. He minds his own busness he does not
talk shop; heis even content to remain under the mystical
cloud of being Something in the City; he does not make
somes and has a particular kind of limited politeness to
servants; he is rather slent and yet somehow sociable, in
the snse of being able to get on with other fellows at-the
club or (it isright to add) in the camp; heis manly; heis
moded, at leas in external manners; he iswell-bred; he
is well-groomed; he is solid and reasonable and reliable;
but he has his good points, for all that. And the greatest
of thexe is something that neither Puritanism nor the
Public Schodl has contrived to kill; he is generally fond
of ajoke. Hisgreat national contribution to the culture
of Christendom has been that quality* It is the English
snse of humour, like the Spanish snse of honour or the
French sneof right reason. It istruethat a certain sort
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of pompous ass like Sr Willoughly Patterne or Mr.
Dombey has been exhibited as an Englishman; but he
has generally been exhibited by Englishmen. Podsnap
would not have been so absurdly English, if Dickens
had not been an Englishman. True, there is only one
Dickens, but there are a million Dickensians, a great
many more Dickensians than there are Podsnaps. On the
whole, the prevailing spirit of the English is an appre-
ciation of this sort of fun, especially when it broadens into
farce. Indeed, when it is properly understood, there is
something in it that breaks out beyond the limits of mere
farce, and becomes a sort of poetry of pantomime; a
climax of anti-climax. Dickensis full of wild images that
would be nothing if they were not funny. They would be
not merely nonsnsical but non-existent, if they were not
(I sy it with some firmness) so damned funny. Mrs.
Todgerss wooden leg; Mr. Swiveler's gazelle who mar-
ried a market-gardener; the toothpick of the gentleman
next door, which if snt to the Commander-in-Chief
would produce such marked reaults; the effect of Henry
the Eighth's little pespy eyes on Mrs. Skewton's view of
history; these are things that would smply cease to exist
in areally rational universe. They are not symbalic; they
are not really satiric. They are upheld by an invisble
power and lifted without support upon the wings of
laughter; by a power more unanswverable and more
irresponsble than pure beauty.

Now compared with the fun of Dickens, there is cer-
tainly something altogether shrewd, sensble and solid
about the humour of Chaucer. He was, as has been said
aready, only the seed of that separate growth; but it was
growing separate and it was soon to be growing wild.
We shall note dsewhere the way in which the medieval
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common snse of Chaucer differs from the almost maniac
laughter we sometimes hear from the Elizabethans, even
from Shakespeare. But for all that a frontier had been
crossed, and there is already in Chaucer an element of
irrational humour, which is not the same as the old
rational humour. The old humour had been a form of
satire. Chaucer often sounds satirical; yet Chaucer was
not strictly a satirist. Perhaps the shortest way of putting
it isto say that he already inhabits a world of comicality
that is not a world of controversy. He makes fun of
people, in the exact snse of getting fun out of them for
himsdlf.) He does not make game of them, in the actual
snse of hunting them down and killing them like wild
vermin or public pess He does not want the Friar and
the Wife of Bath to perish; one would sometimes suspect
that he does not really want them to change. Anyhow, a
softening element of this sort has got into his satire, even
if he really meant it for satire. But, with this step, heis
already on the road to the Dickensian lunatic-asylum of
laughter; becausehe is valuing his fodls and knaves and
almogt wishing (as it were) to preserve them in spirits—
in high spirits. In a hundred other ways his humour is
English, and not least in this, that he often usss flippancy
to avoid an argument and not to provoke it

For | have so far confined mysdlf strictly to considering
what (unfortunately) a great mass of modern Englishmen
mean by an Englishman. | have taken the matter from
thisend, so to speak, and sarted with the strictly national
type produced by Protestantism and the modern division
of nations. And | have pointed out that, even in terms of
thisfamiliar type, Chaucer isreadily recognizableas Eng-
lish: that he contains the seads of some of the things that
have snce become even extravagantly English. But |
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apologize to England for talking as if these things alone
were English; and to Chaucer for supposing that he did
not know and love an England that was relatively free
from all these things. Thereis matter much larger than
these little sodal tricksin thereal heritage of the English;
and Chaucer was the true trugtee of that heritage; above
all of the great national heritage of humour. It is the
cusom to boagt that it is more than wit, but the really
interesting truth is that it is more even than humour. It
is not merely a critical quality; in a sns it is even a
creative quality; a sort of crooked creation that is called
the fantagtic or the topsy-turvy. Here again it is possble
to quote things from Chaucer that seem to have comeinto
the world centuries too early, and to be of the type of the
nursery nonsense of to-day. That this wild spirit runs
through all English literature can be proved by a single
quotation from Lear. | do not mean the comic Lear but
the tragic Lear; who was almogst equally nonsendcal.
Therewas never a crazy touch in that crack-brained style
done better than that of Shakespearées fool, when he says

'This prophecy Merlin shall make; for | live before his time.'

This poetry aso Mr. Lewis Carroll shal make; but
Chaucer lives before his time. Even in the Father of
English Poetry that far-off cry of pure fally can be heard,
perhaps for the firgt time in human history.

(There is in English humour something that can not
only be compared to art for art's sake, but might more
truly be described as adventure for adventures sake It
is not unconnected with the snse in which the more
honourable part of English conquest and colonization
was adventure for adventurés sake | mean that it
was not really directed towards a consstent policy of
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rule. Grave hisorians have expressed a mild astonish-
ment that the British were so long unconscious of the
British Empire. It isa possble explanation, to suppose
that they were unconscious of it because it did not exist.
It was not an empirein thelogical snse of an imperium\ a
scheme for extending a type of civilization over countries
that had not got it; as other empireswished to extend the
Roman Law or the Spanish religion. It had first the
practical purpose of trade; but after that its purpose
might more truly be described as fun; the satisfaction of
seeing strange places—and leaving them strange. If we
like to put it s, the adventurer had something nobler
than greed; which was curiosity. Now that curiosty
always delighted in curiosities. They werelike the curios
that sailors brought home from strange sees parrots and
monkeys and tropical shels. But there was even more
interest in the curiosties the sailor could not exactly bring
home to his landlady; such asCannibal Kingsor Chinese
temples or Arctic whales. There runs through the Eng*
lish adventure the vague desire that these funny things
should remain funny. He does not specially wish to con-
vert the yelow men in the temple; though he might
attempt a congtitutional compromise about cannibalism.
And there runs through the English humour the same
notion of amusing mongers to be sared at. AndChau-
cer isat the spring of this spirit; becauseto him the Wife
of Bath is an amusing monsten) We do not approve of
her; but we do not fed regponsble for her, any more
than for a whale or a white eephant. There is a wise
fool whose eyes are in the ends of the earth; and the
English invented that phrase of yet more imaginative
folly: 'The other end of nowhere

It is a very extraordinary fact, when consdered his-
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torically, that Chaucer should have been so unmistakably
English aimogt before the existence of England. It isthe
details of language, like the details of landscape, that give
this entirely unique and unmistakable touch. It is an
evish touch, to use a term that was actually used about
the poet. It almost suggests that the other name of
England is Elfland. Yet it has nothing whatever of the
thin ethereal spirit of faerie; aswe s it, for instance, in
the Cdtic myths and the poemsof Mr. W. B. Yeats. It
is a s0lid and almost smug sort of goblin market; a real
town wherethe goblinsarereally marketing. The nearest
we can come to a more serious definition is that it is a
certain spirit of nonsnse even in landscape. We find it
in the names of some real English villages, which might
have come out of the wild geography books of Mr.
Edward Lear. We fed it in some of the imposshle
placesinvented by M r . Edward L ear, which might bethe
names of real English villages, valleys or downs, such as
that typical title, 'The Hills of the Chankly Bor€'.
Now this touch is ingantly felt in Chaucer. The
Pilgrims’ Way does not run merely, in the medieval
manner, through meadows patterned with flowers or
foreds dark with enchantment. But neither does it run
merely through reasonable and recognizable places like
Southwark and Sittingbourne. There is something sdec-
tivein the eye of Chaucer, which isalready open for cother
and special things. Nobody at home with the nonsense
element | mean can read that phrasg in the account of
the pilgrimage, about passng a town 'which that i-clepd
isBob-Up-and-Down', without hisheart leapingwith j oy,
and bobbing up and down with that buoyant and uncon-
querable city. | do not know exactly what it means; and
there have been all sorts of oeculations about it. | do
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not know whether Chaucer made it up out of hisown
head, which is quite possble or whether it was a real
English village, which isas quite possble; or whether it
was a nickname connected with some local jest, which is
perhaps most probable. Some have suggested that it was
s0 called because something in the winding, rising and
falling road made it appear to be on different leves at
different stages and that sort of rambling road probably
was then, and certainly is now, rather specially character-
istic of the English countrysde. But the fedling of the
curious primeval kinship between England and Chaucer
isjugtified in either cae | do not care whether it was
something that England invented and Chaucer glorified,;
or whether it was something that Chaucer invented and
England glorified. The spirit of a man who loves that
landscape can sometimes run so dose to the land, that it
invents something that exists already. | remember com-
posing, when | was quite young, the first rough form of a
song about the round hills and rolling, ailmost revolving
roads, of which a man dreams after a day in Susex. In
that song | invented an entirely imaginary town of Round-
about as the mydtic centre of this rotatory landscape.
And it was some time afterwards that | discovered that
there really is a town in Susex called Roundabout,
because the men of Susseex had seen the same oenes
and dreamed the same dream.

| Therefore thereis it ssams something primitive about
this poet, because he is as large as the land and as old as
the nation. There was little enough in him of the mystic,
in the narrow or ecial snse yet it is impossble not
to fed something mystical about his magnitude as an
emblem of England. He had somehow got into his head
and into his note-book a certain national quality, centuries
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before the nation attempted to understand or describe its
own quality. He had, for ingance, the humour that is at
once broadened and blunted by good humour. He had
the particular sort of soft-heartedness that can be sen in
the English; sometimes an incomplete and illogical sort;
but not far removed from that of Chaucer's Prioress, who
might have been frightened of a mouse, but wept over its
being in a trap. He had the English type of tolerance
and in some things the English type of irresponsble in-
dividualism; there is that amount of truth in Matthew
Arnold's view that he was lacking in 'seriousness. He
was not the stuff of which Reformers are made. He
took things as they came, and the world as he found it,
and men as God had made them, or even as they had
made themsdves. He had a curious sort of abgract liber-
ality underlying concrete conservatism, which was very
national, and can be seen in many Tories who are de-
voted to a Monar chy and explain that it isjust as repub-
lican as a Republic. In all this he is the First of The
English; and his figure has therefore this quality of a
type and even an archetype. That figure is sen in the
sunlight of hisory walking among the gay pavilions and
palaces of French kings and French-speaking knights
and nobles, negotiating war and peace in what was prac-
tically a French quarre about a French pedigree; heis
sn learning a thousand things from the sonneteers of
Italy and the troubadours of Provence; but within him
something is born, and it is the name by which we live.
He may or may not have made the somewhat dreary
attempt to trandate Le Roman de la Rose into English.
But nobody could possbly trandate The Canterbury Tales
into French.

Thereis something personal about England. Rome or
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France or Bolshevist Russia or Republican America,
each in its own way, is a principle; but England is a
person. And it is very like the very indescribable sort of
person this book has to describe. | will not be so daring
as to define what William Blake meant by The Giant
Albion; but we may agree that if the country called by
poets Albion could be conceived as a single figure, it
would be a giant. And when | think of Chaucer in this
primary and genera fashion, | do not think of a Court
poet receiving a laurel from the King or aflagon from the
King's butler, nor even of a stout and genial gentleman
with a forked beard setting forth from the Tabard upon
the Canterbury road; but of some such elementa and
emblematic giant, alive at our beginnings and made out
of the very elements of the land. Perhaps if we were
caught up by that eagle that whirled away the poet to the
gaes of The House of Fame, we might begin to. see
spread out beneath us the titanic outlines of such a pre-
historic or primordial Anak or Adam, with our native
hills for his bones and our native forests for his beard:;
and se for an instant a single figure outlined against
the s and a great face staring a the sky.
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Chaucer and the Renassance

t will be noted that many quotations from Chaucer

in these pages are recas in a manner that may well

digress Chaucerians, though it is done with the hope
of increasing the number of Chaucerians in the world. |
can only say that | am acutely senstive to all that can be
said againg what | am doing. To sy that | have modern-
ized Chaucer has a very ugly sound, and might stand for
a very ugly thing. The first difficulty about disturbing
any ancient language, that is good of its kind, is that the
man who turns it into new language may turn it into
pretty thoroughly bad language; in the snse of some-
thingworsethan dang. Thereisas this paradoxical but
practical fact: that the very examples in which the mean-
ing of a word has changed are the examples in which we
know what it means. If we subgtitute a very modern word,
wet may find that everybody uses it and nobody knows
what it means It marked the use of an old phrase of
which the meaning has changed, when the Prayer-Book
said, prevent us 0 Lord, in all our doings. But nobody
does imagine that the vicar, who reads it out in the parish
church, means that hewants to be tripped up with booby-
traps and butter-dides in everything he attempts. The
dead word, like the dead language, does in a snse re-
main sacred. 'Prevent’ is a Latin word and still makes
snein Latin. But thereisawaysthe peril that turning
it into modern English might mean turning it into more
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modern American; and ghastly possbilities open before
us, of some future reformer altering 'prevent us to 'put
us wise'. Or, totake another example, it is now extremely
archaic English to talk about the Holy Ghogt. But it is
perfectly intelligible English, although it is archaic Eng-
lish. Indeed it isintelligible English because it is archaic
English. It gands for a certain idea which was strong
when the language was made, and it gands exactly where
it did. Whereas, even s0 reasonable a change as that of
‘ghogt’ to 'spirit’, may bring in a nuance of change, ow-
ing to modern uses of the word 'spiritual’ and the loom-
ing spectre of Spiritualism. Similarly, it is archaic to talk
about ghostly counsd or ghostly consolation. But nobody
does in fact imagine that ghostly consolation means con-
soling people by telling them ghot-gories. Whereas, if
we begin to think of what does give spiritual consolation,
or appear to give it, to a great many modern people, the
mog horrid possbilities begin to dose in upon us We
may end by altering old English to something that is not
English at all; and talking about an Uplift or (heaven
defend us) about an Urge.

Therefore, while | bdieve in occasonally changing the
Chaucerian speech or spdling, | believe in changing it as
little as possble, and indeed only where the original is
utterly unintelligible to an ordinary modern reader; or
where (what is far worse) the accidental look of ugly un-
intelligible words makes a passage appear undignifoed,
which in fact is full of dignity. Several excelent attempts
have been made to modernize Chaucer; nor istheideait-
sdf confined to the timeswe call modern. It strongly pos-
£ the great critical imagination of Dry den; a poet
whose greatness, humanity and English breadth were in
many ways very Chaucerian, but who was persgtently
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underrated in the nineteenth century, merely because he
had voted Blue ingead of Buff in the party quarres of
the seventeenth century. It would be truer, of course
to admit that the pregjudice had real roots; and that Dry-
den's crime was his lack of enthusasm for the establish-
ment of plutocracy and his Catholic didike of the Puri-
tans. Anyhow, he had every right to recur to the great
English tradition of the medieval poet; and he did ad-
mirablework in paraphrasing and popularizing whole ssc-
tions of the Canterbury Tales. His verson shows very
clearly the particular limitations of his age, and we may
be absolutely certain that all our versons will show pos
terity the very obvious limitations of ours. But it ison the
whole much better than many experiments of the sort in
our own time. A modernized version of four of the Can-
terbury Tales has recently come from America. It isin-
genious and intelligent; but it shows very clearly the dan-
ger of needless modernization of what is merely medieval,
without being, for any reader, in the leas meaningless.
What is wanted is not the recongtruction of every line of
Chaucer s0 asto makeit fit metrically and grammatically
intoamodern line. What iswanted is a careful preserva-
tion of the old congruction of every line, except where
it is quite impossble to keep the construction and yet
put the right congtruction on it.

For thereis another objection, far deeper than the first
| mentioned. It is really true to say that the best guide
for doing thisjob is to remember that it is impossble
todoit. After all, by tryingto do it at all, we are treat-
ing medieval English as a foreign language. And there
never was, is not, and never will be, a trandation of a
poem from a foreign language. There have been some
beautiful poems written in one language, more or les
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parallel to beautiful poemsin the other. There have been
reasonable translations into the one language, which were
good enough to goad people into really learning the other
language. There have even been great poems, which pro-
fessed to be only translations of small poems. But no man
has ever reproduced the atmosphere and magic of one
single word by the use of another word. Nobody could
put the exact equivalent of 'revisit thus the glimpses of
the moon' into any other English words; and he certainly
could not putitinto German or Russian or Chinese words.
It is this separation that makes necessary such intermediate
explanations as these; it may be that the Tower of Babel
was indeed the chief tragedy of mankind. But anyhow,
itisstrictly true that we can translate anything in reason.
We cannot translate anything that is beyond reason; like
the way in which mere sound and spelling can be a spell.
The American edition, of which | have spoken, doesreally
translate everything in reason. It explains the ordinary
sense of Chaucer's narrative with sustained and compe-
tent clearness, but it works on the assumption that every-
thing must be translated from the foreign language called
Chaucerian into the other language called English—or
perhaps American. The consequence is that while the
style and the story go forward energetically, something
has gone out of the story and the style; and what has
vanished is the song. Thus, to take the test case of a pas-
sage so often quoted, the dying speech of Arcite, | should
think it quite satisfactory to leave the lines substantially
as they stand:

W hitisthisworld? What asken man to have?
Now with his love, now in his colde grave,
Alone withouten any company.
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But the constientious transatlantic trandator thinks it his
duty to make it scan in modern grammar by saying:
What is this world? What asketh man to have?

Now with his love, now cold within his grave,
Alone, alone, with none for company.

Now somehow or other, with the best intentions, he has
broken the backbone of the tragic line with a load of
repetition, like the repetitions that fill up bad blank verse;
while the original smple line 'alone withouten any com-
pany' is like a desolate yet living cry, echoing in a vault
of done. That is the intangible trick that we call poetry.
And that is the paradox of dealing with the present prob-
lem of Chaucer. The same thing that convinces us that
he must be trandated convinces us that he cannot be
trandated.

In my own citations, therefore, | have adopted the prin-
ciple of altering the lilt or accent or form of the line as
little as possible, and only altering the words where they
arein actual fact foreign words. But | am quite constious
that even by doing this | lose a great deal, and can only
sy that there are readers who could hardly get anything,
if this were not logt. If | criticize other experiments, |
would accompany the criticism with a profound groan of
gratitude, to S. Thomas of Canterbury or my patron
saint, that | have not got thejob of carrying out my own
principles of interpretation through a complete tranda-
tion of Chaucer's works. The thing is so supendoudy
difficult that even to do it decently is to do it admirably.
| for one (if | may excuse mysdf in the polite manner of
the poet among the story-tdlers) do not propose to do it
at all. But it ssams only right, snce | have quoted the
poetry in a particular form, according to my own tase
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and fancy, that | should insert here this brief note upon
the practical rules | have observed. For therest, | am
quite sure that the trandator need not avoid dight varia-
tions of gpeech, such as are no longer used but are still
understood. On the contrary, | think he should preserve
them rather carefully, for they very often have a unique
quality log in the later development of the language. The
old word can actually strike a new note. We have all
observed the fine touch of digtinction given in Shake-
geare or Milton by the mere shifting of the accent on
afamiliar word, or thevariation of a cusomary termina-
tion; the pleasure there isin realizing that Hamlet says
T ilwipeaway all trivial fond records, merely becausewe
aways sy 'records; or in repeating Milton's ending,
'And summons given, the dread consult began*. | hope
no American will trandate Milton into English and turn
it into a consultation—the common consultation one has
with adoctor or adentist or atrustee. Thereisnot alittle
of this pleasure, among the many pleasures of reading
Chaucer. Aristotle, theteacher of medieval men, said very
truly that the language of poetry has a perpetual dight
novety. It is none the less 0, when the dight novelty is
a dight antiquity.

In my own unscrupulous experiment, | should aim
at twothings; first, as far as possble preserving theorig-
inal word; and second, preserving the originality of the
original word. Now in some casss we cannot keep the
force of theword, if we keep the form of theword. M en
cannct think a srangeword striking if they do not know
what it means; but short of that, it may be all the more
striking because it is more strange. There has been
very little recognition of the possbility of such an in-
termediate course. Chaucer is either copied in a style
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that is not popular, or trandated into a style that is not
Chaucer.

Therewas never a better criticism of Chaucer than that
written within a hundred years of his death by old Caxton
the printer; nor has this particular aptitude with words
been expressed in words so apt. The medieval maser
printer's esimate is worth libraries of the patronizing
pedantry, that has been written in the four hundred years
that followed. 'For hewriteth no void words; but all his
matter is full of high and quick sentence’; that is, sensg
sententia. The meodious but monotonous etiquette of
much medieval poetry wasa perpetual temptation towrite
void words; like the void words of modern journaless;
except that the medieval words at least were graceful and
the modern words base

Very tentatively, therefore, and with all the mingled
tact and terror proper to an amateur in a field where so
many scholars must have speculated, | am in favour of
doing for Chaucer something like what has already been
done for Shakespeare. | mean publishing a popularized
verson, in so far as this can be done by the mere simpli-
fication of spedling or clarification of common words,
where the difference is a difficulty; and nowhere dse. |
do not mean moder nizing Chaucer, in the ssnse of making
him appear modern; | mean only ducidating him just
enough to permit him to appear medieval. | imagine that
a multitude of medieval things have already, in fact, been
treated in this way; Malory and the Paston Letters and
any number of Border Ballads, especially thosein the orig-
inal Scats It is unfortunate that Chaucer happens his-
torically to gand, as if he were a Borderer himsdlf, on the
exact frontier between writingin a foreign language that
istrandated and writingonly in an old-fashioned language
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that nexds only to be brought up to date. This makes
the thing much more difficult to do; but not the less
worth doing.

Broadly, my principle would be this; that no reader
minds meeting an old word, but is only bothered when he
meets a new word. | mean, of course, a word that is new
to him; aword that isold enough to be new. He does not
didlike, but likes, any ancient medieval monument as such,
s0 long as it does not block theroad, and hold up theride
to Canterbury. For ingance, in the famous line | have
quoted from the Knight's Tale, what in the world is
the use of altering the word 'withouten'? If there be any
human being who can read theline, 'Alone withouten any
company', who does not know at once that 'withouten'
means 'without', | should imagine he must be a very
rare and isolated sort of reader; withouten any com-
pany and certainly withouten any common sns But
when, in another passage | have aso quoted, the poet
lamenting over Troilus spesks of'this false world's brotel-
ness, then | should boldly alter it in the modern version
to 'brittleness, precisdy because it would be quite natural
to suppose that it meant 'brutalness. Where there is an
ambiguity of that sort, for a modern reader, | would .nct
give the word a modern meaning, but merely give it back
its own medieval meaning. | admit that the task would
be terribly delicate, and | have not the faintest intention
of trying to do it mysdf. It would be a matter of tirdless
and sudained tact, every touch of which would look like
caprice. It would have to turn perpetually to different
solutions for different problems, sometimes alteration,
ometimes  accentuation, sometimes annotation. Anyone
rushing lightly upon it may well be checked at the very
start; for | think the very first line of The Canterbury Tales
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presents the greatest difficulty of all. Many a modern
reader may have been induced to try Chaucer, as merely
arather old-fashioned English writer, and found, ‘Whan
that Aprille with his schowres swoote' a dight obsacle
at the sart. Merely to show what | mean by using differ-
ent methods, | should be frankly incondstent in dealing
with the difficulties of that line. | should leave '"Whan*
(who would be such a foal as not to know that it meant
'‘when'?) but | might in compasson alter 'schowres to
'showers, lest the consonants be really mideading, and
because the syllabification isjust the same | should put
an accent on the second syllable of 'Aprille', and the mark
showing that the V is not mute. Finally, if I could not
change 'swoot€ to 'sweet’ (because, curse it, it has to
rhyme to root), | would put a foot-note to say that it is
meant for sweet and pronounced more like 'soaty’. | se
avas and varied tak open before me; from which |
cheerfully turn away.

Now my only excuse for dwelling on this literary pos
sibility isthat | do think it a matter of vital importance
to open up the English pagt at least as far as Chaucer, in
thesmnsethat it hasbeen opened up asfar as Shakespeare.
As | shall try to point out here, the great river of the
national culture and character did in some s grow
narrower as well as swifter and stronger, at the moment
when it came over the rocks in the cataract of the Eliza-
bethan Renaissance. But, anyhow, it falsfies everything
to suppose that, because all modern intelectual life till
moves with the impetus of that mighty fall, therefore the
fall is the same as the fountain. A man does not under-
sand England who has read Shakespeare and not Chau-
cer, any more than a man understands I taly who has read
Taswo and not Dante, or a man understands France who
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has read Ronsard and not Villon. Anybody can see that
these ancient inspirations ar e constantly coming tothesur-
face again, sometimes much later than the later fashions,
that much cynical French writing derivesrather from Vil-
lon than from Ronsard, or that the new vision of Italy may
find more in the imperialisn of Dante than in the orna-
mental chivalry of Tasso. So there are all orts of things
in Chaucer, or for that matter, in Langland, which should
come out in a complete consdousness of the English des-
tiny; and which happened, by historical accident, to be
more or less out of Sght for the very greatest of the Eliza-
bethans In aword, the ordinary modern Englishman will
congderably enlarge his mind by reading Chaucer; and it
is my humble desire that he should to some extent be able
toread Chaucer, even if heis unable toread Middle Eng-
lish or Anglo-Saxon or Norman-French; or if he is, by
mere doth and moral weakness, unable to read the lear ned
books in which the structure of these various languages
isst forth. | do believe, as Dryden did, that it would be
a good thing to make Chaucer an ordinary posesson of
ordinary Englishmen; and | should not think the thing
thrown away, even if, like Dryden's experiment, it had to
be done over again about three hundred years henos® In
the future, for all | know, men will sy that our culture
began with Dryden. In that case our culture will sop
short with Dryden. Even at present, as | do know, many
men talk as if our culture began with Shakegpeare \In
that case ther culture gops short with Shakespeare. And,
as | propox to sugget in this chapter, there really are
matter sin which even Shakespeare gops short of Chaucer.

But in these opening words | only claim to maintain
that Chaucer is readable, or can readily be made readable
by ignorant people like mysdf; | am not in the least con-
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cerned to conceal my ignorance. It will be noted that no-
wherein this book have I made any pretence of pronounc-
ing upon the purely philological or grammatical or metri-
cal problems, with which the study of Chaucer, for the
gsudents of Chaucer, teems on every dde. There is a
whole labyrinth for grammarians and the sdentific stu-
dents of language in the development of the medieval
English dialects, and the degree of their absorption in the
French-English of Chaucer.*hereisaworld of inquiry,
and very interesting and important inquiry, in the matter
of his adoption of Continental metres or sthemes of scan-
sion, and the order in which he adopted them. But it is
the whole point of this book that Chaucer isliterature and
not linguigtic sudy for the learned; that it needs very
little to make him popular in the ssnse that literature can
be popular; and that learning is a totally different thing.
| have learned some rudiments of Chaucerian problems
at schoal, or rather neglected to learn them at school, and
| have read and forgotten a good many facts on the same
subject since. But | should no more think of setting up
to bean authority on Chaucer than an authority on Punch
and Judy; or Pickwick; or the Chrisgmas pantomime.
Thesethingsare not studied, but appreciated. What little
| remember of earlier instruction leads me to think that
it has changed a great deal, and that some parts of it were
always rather crabbed and perverse. | remember that the
jokes of Chaucer were the subject of specially serious dis-
cusson. Doubtless there does exist this second dass of
Chaucerian difficulties, but | doubt whether 1 am par-
ticularly suited to overcome them.

Thereis something faintly irritating in the fact that so
many popularizers of Chaucer have described his humour
as 'dy*. And yet there is something in it; or something
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to be got out of the right understanding of it. Doubtless
it is partly due to a more or less external and technical
trick of expresson; heisvery fond of laughingin a paren-
thetical manner, like the asde of a comic actor; o that
even when thejoke itself isjolly and obvious enough, it
has the grammatical shape of a broad grin in brackets.
Thisis common enough; perhaps the best example is that
charming passage in the charming fable of the Cock and
Hen, in which theformer bitterly exdaimsin L atin, mulier
est hominisconfusio, and Chaucer gravely addsthe explana-
tion:
'Madame, the sentence of this Latin is
Woman is mannfisjoy and mannes bliss'
When the critic cals this dy, we can sse what he means,
but in fact the effect is produced not so much by being
scretive as by being smply impudent. Anyhow, the
general effect is produced by being large and smple and
all of a piece. Chaucer's humour is gread over so wide
a aurface of himsdf that it is aways partially present,
when he ssamsmogt sriousand especially when he seems
mogt smple. But there is a third accidental agpect in
which Chaucer may truly in some sense be congratulated
on his dyness  sugect that he has made a good many
jokes that his critics and commentators cannot s and
one or two which the commentators have sat down grimly
and resolutely to prove not to be jokes at all. True, their
serious explanations change. | remember how a school-
magter explained to me with deperate sriousness in the
daysof my youth, that Chaucer'sremark about the French
language, as spoken by the Prioress, was pure and un-
gtained by any adulteration of amusement. Chaucer says
that the Prioress spoke French very well according to the
school of Stratford-at-Bow: 'For French of Paris was to
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her unknown/ The authority then proceeded to prove,
with academic passon, that French, so long the language
of the English court and arigocracy, really was talked
correctly at Stratford; and therefore Chaucer can be ac-
quitted of the grave charge of flippancy, when he said
she was unacquainted with the French of France. | fancy
that the smile of Chaucer, as he left the court without a
gain on his character, might truly be described as a little
dy. For it might occur to Smpler souls than the academic,
and intelligences more in touch with Chaucerian simplic-
ity, that even if correct French is talked by foreigners,
there is ill something a little funny about pitting it
againg that national tongue as talked by the natives. If
| were to sy, 'Professor Hiram Q. Hike spoke the mogt
correct and cultivated English that Boston can produce,
though he ignored some nuances adopted in London,
England', | think it barely possble that | might be sus
pected of irony. And the charge would not be answered
by saying that the people of Boson do talk English, or
something they have a right to call English; that they
talk much better English than the people of Bison City,
Texas, and that Bogon isjustly proud of a great tradi-
tion of English scholars and critics. There would still re-
main the faint possbility that critics even more English
might be found in England. If somebody said, 'Our
Guatemalan guide talked avivid and picturesgque Spanish,
which would have condderably puzzled the inhabitants
of Spain', it would not entirely extract the sting to sy
that Spanish is the official language of Guatemala. And
0, when even a poor medieval poet goes out of his way
to compare the French talked by an English lady with
the French talked by Frenchmen, | am, and was even as
a boy, digposad darkly to sugpect that he saw the fun of
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it. Of course thisindividual authority may have been only
an individual and not an authority. | only know that the
criticism was confidently imposed on me in my school-
days But what amusss me mog is to discover that a
totally opposte criticism has been confidently imposed
snce Later on, | discovered that the serious commen-
tators were saying (at another stage) that the passage
about the Prioress means, not that she spoke French well,
but that she did not speak French at all. And they quote
pertain phrases two hundred years later, which suggest
that knowledge acquired in Stratford-at-Bow had become
a proverb for total ignorance. This ssems much the more
plausible dogma of the two; but even of this | am daring
enough to have my doubts. Saluting in all sriouses
men better informed than mysdf, and being mysdf in
every way a citizen of Stratford-at-Bow in the matter of
ignorance, | till think that the emphass of such expres
sonsvaries much from age to age; that a suggestion might
be postive under Elizabeth which was réeative under
Edward | | | ; and that the nuance of Shakegpearée's lan-
guage might be different from the nuance of Chaucer.
I il think that the best way of finding the nuance of
Chaucer is to look for it in Chaucer. Given the char-
acter and the context, | think it mog likely that Chaucer
meant the Prioress to gpeak French as an English school-
migress geaks it, diffly and imperfectly but not alto-
gether without pretenson. Thejoke againd this s*rt of
parly-vooing might easly have been broadened and blunted
until it came to mean common insular ignorance. But |
may be quite wrong; and | do not attach much import-
ance to the quedtion of being right. | only note that if
the learned are now right, some of the earlier learned
were very wrong.
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A somewhat mor e seriousreason, however, led meafew
paragraphs back to bring into condderation the attempt
of Dryden to popularize or moder nize Chaucer in hisown
day. For the whole of this busness of the modern trans-
lation of Chaucer, or the medieval difficulties of Chaucer,
isbound up with the general detiny of literature and lan-
guage after his death. He was indeed saluted after his
death in tones of very noble loyalty and gratitude by the
few fine English poets that were at all worthy to praise
him; by Occleve and by Lydgate. But we hardly have
that impression of a literary dynasty that we might have
expected as following such a king and conqueror in the
world of culture. Curioudy enough, as many acute critics
have pointed out, the richer and more romantic quality
of Chaucer's tradition was carried on rather more con-
tinuoudy in Scotland than in England. The Wars of the
Roses, | suppose, had something to do with it. Anyhow,
when a full poetic inspiration came to England, it came
as the influence of de Meung or Petrarch had come to
Chaucer; direct from foreign lands, but from lands now
in the full noonday of the Renaissance. Everybody can
e the snse in which that noonday sun was brighter even
than the brightest gar in the medieval night of the north.
But there is something more to be said about the com-
parison, which has never, as it ssems to me, been said
aufficiently clearly. And as the matter arises directly out
of an attempt like that of Dryden, and the suggetion that
it should be repeated, | will deal with it here.

To many in the nineteenth century the notion of Dry-
den paraphrasing Chaucer wasvery liketheir notion about
Popetrandating Horiler. It wasthe notion of a primitive
giant being introduced by a dwarf who was al a dandy.
They thought that Pope had done nothing but provide
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the golden-haired Apollo with a gilded peruke, or the
swift-footed Achilles with a pair of high-heded shoes
giving a new irony to the weakness of the hed of Achilles,
They exalted Chapman's Homer againg Pope's (as did
Keats, the greatet of the Romantics) merely because
Chapman was full of the particular Elizabethan type of
fire and fancy. Only, as Arnold and others eventually
hinted, there was something to be said on the other sde.
Popeis not very like Homer ; but heis so far like Homer
that hetalkslikeasaneman; and thegreat Elizabethansdid
not always do 0; neither indeed did the great Romantics.
In the same way, the critics of the more romantic nine-
teenth century felt sure that Dryden could do nothing in
the red-rose thicket or daised lawn of the medieval poet,
except clip the hedges with the extravagant trimness of
topiary; or turn a Dantesque forest into a Dutch garden.
It was owing to the particular angle at which they stood
at that moment to historical research and political theory.
They exaggerated very much the antiquity and simplicity
of Chaucer; they ds exaggerated very much the artifi-
ciality and decadence of Dryden. They did not under-
gand the many respects in which Dryden sood much
nearer to Chaucer than they did themsdves And we may
repeat, with all regpect to them, that one of these was the
same as in the other case that Chaucer and Dryden both
talked sne There was indeed, as | have suggested
before and shall more fully explain later, a snd in
which Chaucer talked nonsenss and a somewhat differ-
ent snein which Shakepeare talked nonsensee  But they
did not talk nonsnse with that high srioumess that
earnes belief in effort, that faith in the utmost for the
highest, which was sometimes the special glory of the Vic-
torian era. There was even a quality of objective ration-
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ality, which separated them in, some degree from the
imaginative ambitions of the Elizabethan era. Chaucer
may be avery ancient well of English undefiled; and Dry-
den may be only a seventeenth-century specimen of an
artificial lake, not to say an ornamental pond. But both
the V eil and the pond have thisin common; that they are
still waters that may possbly run deep, and do at any rate
reflect calmly the real objects of earth and sky. Whereas
the torrent of the Renaissance in the sixteenth century,
and the torrent of the Romantics in the nineteenth cen-
tury, are much too splendid and inspiring as torrents to
be useful for any sort of reflection. In other words, we
need tolook alittlemore carefully into the real meritsof
these various phasss of literary history, and to note epeci-
ally what therewas about Chaucer that does in someways
separate him from Shakegpeare; and may even in some
ways unite him to Dryden. | think the quickest way of
approaching it is through something in the particular
nature of his humour, even though it is so dusve as to
have causad digurbance among the learned, some of
whom call it dy, some of whom refuse with dignity to
e any humour at all.

"However, this particular sort of dyness, and its distinc-
tion from a darker kind, does give usa key to certain very
vital changes following on the Chaucerian simplicity. |
know that commentators, or those critics who chiefly shine
as commentators, are often gravely anxious to clear great
men of the charge of talking nonsnse They apply it to
Shakespeare, who has whole passages in which he talks
nothing but nonssnsa When Hamlet says ‘I am but mad
north-north-west: when the wind is southerly, | know a
hawk from ahand-saw,'theremark strikeshiscriticsasone
eminently suitable for scientific and rationalizing treat-
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ment; some hastily amendingitto 'l know ahawk from a
heronshaw'. and the other, | think, inventing some new
tool or utensl called a hawk. | know nothing of these
things, they may be right. But seeing that the man was
a fantagtic humorist in any casg, and pretending to be a
lunatic at that, and seeing he garts the very same sentence
by saying he is mad, it seams to me, as a humble fellow-
habitant of Hanwell, that he probably meant to sy, 'a
hawk from a hand-saw', as he might have said, 'a bishop
from a blunderbuss, or, 'a posman from a picklejar'.
Now this sort of wild fantagticality is Shakespearian but
not Chaucerian. Chaucer hasin the background too much
of that logic which was the backbone of the Middle Ages.
The Renaissance was, as much as anything, a revolt from
the logic of the Middle Ages. We speak of the Renais-
sance as the birth of rationalism; it was in many ways the
birth of irrationalism. It is true that the medieval School-
men, who had produced the finest logic that theworld has
ever seen, had in later years produced more logic than the
world can ever be expected to sand. They had loaded and
lumbered up the world with libraries of mere logic; and
ome effort was bound to be made to free it from such
endless chains of deduction. Therefore, there was in tlhe
Renaissance a wild touch of revolt, not againg religion
but against reason. Thus one of the very greatest of the
sixteenth-century giantswasamost asmuch of anonsense
writer asEdward Lear: Rabdais. So ancther of the Very
greatest wrote an Orlando Furioso which might some-
times be called Ariosto Furioso. So, in the ssme way, the
narration of Raphael Hythloday isawildjest. But there
are ;ome who ill believe, quite literally, that Thomas
More€'s Utopia dexcribes the Utopia of Thomas More.
For all | know, there may be some who believe that his
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friend Erasmus wrote The Praise of Folly because he
thought that all fods were truly deserving of praise. As
the Latin exercdsebook said, there are some who laugh;
and there are some who apparently don't, under the most
extreme provocation. There may be some for all | know,
who would quote the anti-feminist observation of Chau-
cer's cock, with its cowardly parenthess, as solid and
scientific proof that a dead language was used to keep the
people in ignorance; and that woman was oppressed by
refusing her the benefits of education.

In any case the truth in this suggestion of dynes is
that it is a suggestion of sensel. Chaucer was a man much
more prudent, and in some ways much more balanced,
than the great men of the Renaissance who came after
him*) Jugt as it was not in his temper, so it was not in his
tradition, to let ajoke run away with him, or to indulge
a fantasy at the expense of everything dse. It was the
esmee of the medieval philosophy that there is danger
in all directions, just as thereis good in all directions.
That is the meaning of that balanced scheme of Mortal
Sins, of Pride and Sloth and Avarice and the rest, with
which Chaucer actually condudes and crowns the whole
huge design of The Canterbury Tales; and of which Mrs.
Haldane, thewife of the professor, recently remarked mys-
terioudy that they areall 'quite out of date. Whether she
really meant that nobody nowadays runs after money, or
neglects any of his duties, or thinks too much of himsaf,
| do not know. But what the medievals meant, by thus
dividing and labelling the vices, was that a man might fall
into one of these vices even when fleeing too far from
another. A man who neglects his busness may fall into
sloth; a man who pursues his business may fall into avar-
ice. And what the wreckers of the medieval sysem really
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did, practically and inthelongrun, wastolet loose some
of the vices on the excuse of exterminating the others.
After the Renaissance, the Pagans went in for unlimited
lust and the Puritans for unlimited avarice; on the excuse
that at least neither of them was being guilty of doth.

The poets, who take the tone of the time, had often a
touch of thislawlessness, and of something that can beworse
than lawlesness, concentration. That is, the timelended
sometimesto benot only maniac but monomaniac. Chaucer
inherited the tradition of a Church which had condemned
hereses on theright hand and theleft; and always claimed
to gand for the truth asawhole and not for concentration
on a part. He came indeed in days when that tradition
was not at its best, and was beginning to degenerate into
bitterness and abnormality; but heis himself a living em-
bodiment of what that tradition had really been. Communis
smtentia; the phraseisLatin and very medieval. 1t marks
thereal effects of'thevulgar tongue' that everybody knew
what it meant while it was in Latin, and nobody notices
what it means now it isin English. A modern man using
the term does not even notice the word ‘common’ and
means the very contrary of 'common’. He means private
judgment; his own personal incommunicable ssne But
Chaucer was very medieval and he was pickled in common
sne

The point is worthy of note, because it is one of the
pointsin which his greatness has been rather unfairly over-
shadowed by the greatness of Shakespeare When all is
said, there was in the very greatest of the sixteenth-cen-
tury men of genius a dight dip or failure upon the point
of common snse That is what Voltaire meant when he
called Shakegpeare an inspired barbarian; and there is
something to be said for Voltaire as well as for Shake-
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speare. Let it be agreed, on the one hand, that the Re-
naissance poets had in one snse obtained awider aswell
as a wilder range. But though theyjuggled with worlds,
they had less real ssnse of how to balanceaworld. | am
sorry that Chaucer 'left half-told the story of Cambus-
can bold', and | can imagine that that flying horse might
have carried the hero into very golden skies of Greek or
Asiaticromance; but | am prepared to agree that hewould
never have beaten Ariosto in anything like a voyage to the
moon. On the other hand, even in Ariosto there is some-
thing symboalic, if only accidentally symboalic, in the fact
that his poem is less tragic but more frantic than 'The
Song of Roland*; and deals not with Roland Dead but
with Roland M ad. Anyhow, what is here only accidental
becomes in the Elizabethans rather anarchical. When all
is said, there is something a little snister in the number
of mad people there are in Shakespeare. We say that he
usss his fodls to brighten the dark background of tragedy;
I think he sometimes uses them to darken it. Somewhere
on that highest of all human towers there is a tile loose
There is something that rattles rather crazily in the
high wind of the highest of mortal tragedies. What isfelt
faintly even in Shakespeare is felt far more intensdy in the
other Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists; they seem to
go in for dancing ballets of lunatics and choruses of idiots,
until sanity is the exception rather than therule. In some
ways Chaucer's age was even harsher than Shakespear€'s
but even its ferocity was rational, Chaucer describes a
whole crowd of many-coloured personalities, of all pos
shle types and tendencies. But | do not remember that,
in the whole five volumes of Chaucer, there is such a thing
as a madman, *

In other words, the medieval mind did not really be-
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lieve that the truth was to be found by going to extremes.
And the Elizabethan mind had already had a sort of hint
that it might befound there; at the extreme edges of exist-
ence and precipices of the human imagination. That is
why there followed in theology and thought, after the
Renaissance, such extremes of gpeculation as the Calvinist
or the Antinomian. | am concerned here to point out a
difference rather than a preference; my own preferences
are pretty obvious, but they are not the cbvioustruth in-
volved here. The paint is that even those who s the
change as bringing more liberty may admit that it brought
less sanity. (Chaucer was not on the edge of a precipice,
but in the middle of a solid meadow of daises And he
not only was sure of his own common sense he was also
sure that the ssnse was really common.)

Somebody said, and eventually everybody said, some-
thing about 'the spacious days of Queen Elizabeth'. |
fancy it has falsfied history more than any other popular
quotation. If they had said, 'the spadous days of King
Richard the Second', it would, in some ways, have been
much more true; that is, in the snse of a consdousness
of the whole problem of the whole people, of community
with other countries and the Continent as awhole, or the
vison of life in the light of a general philosophy. The
Elizabethan epoch was of intense interest; of intensive in-
telligence; of piercing sharpness and delicacy in certain
new formsof diplomacy and domestic palicy, and the ArTS
of the ambassador and the courtier; and, especially in one
or two great men, of vivid and concentrated geniusin the
study of certain particular problems of character. But it
was not gpacious |f there was one thing it did not pos
=5 it wasthat particular sort of fresh air that blows over
the daised meadows of Chaucer. Its special and special-
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ist studies involved men in almost everything except fresh
air. | have used the word 'involved* by accident; but it
is applicable as well as accidental. Everything, even the
great poetry of Elizabethan times, was a little too much
involved. In literature it was the age of conceits. In poli-
ticsit was the age of conspiracies. In those conspiracies
there is a curious absnce of the fresh popular spirit that
often blew like a wind even through the hereses and
horrors of the Middle Ages. None of it was in the same
wor ld with the Peasants Rising. The age of Richard the
Second was an age of revolutions. The age of Elizabeth
was an age of plots. And we all know that this was mir-
rored more or less even in the mightiest minds of that
epoch. It isamogt in a double snse that we talk about
Shakegpear€s 'plots. In amos every casg it is a plot
about a plot. He has even a sort of restlesness vaguely
connected with the sixteenth-century ssnse of the import-
ance and the insecurity of princes. 'Uneasy liesthe head
that wearsa crown'; and aso the head that has crowns on
the brain.

That Shakegpeareisthe English giant, all but alonein
his stature among the sons of men, isa truth that does not
really diminish with digance. But it is a truth with two
agects a shield with two ddes; a sword with two edges.
It is exactly because Shakespeare is an English giant that
he blocks up the perspective of English higory. Heisas
disproportionate to his own age as to every age; but he
throws a mideading limelight on his own age and throws
a gigantic shadow back on the other ages For this reason
many will not even know what | mean, when | talk about
the greater padousness around the medieval poet. If the
matter were pushed to a challenge, however, | could
perhaps illustrate my meaning even better with another
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medieval poet. Itisvagudyimplied that Shakespearewas
alwaysjolly and Dante always gloomy. But, in a philoso-
phical sns it is amog the other way. It is notably so
if, 30 to gpeak, we actually bring Shakegpesare to the test
of Dante. Do we not know in our hearts that Shake-
gpeare could have dealt with Dante'sH el but hardly with
Dante's Heaven? In so far as it is possble to be greater
than anything that isreally great, the man who wrote of
Romeo and Juliet might have made something even more
poignant out of Paolo and Francesca. The man who
uttered that pulverizing 'He has no children/ over the
butchery in the house of Macduff, might have picked out
yet more awful and telling words for the father's cry out
of the Tower of Hunger. But the Tower of Hunger is
not yacious And when Dante is really dealing with the
dance of the liberated virtues in the vasty heights of
heaven, he is padous He is spadous when he talks of
Liberty; heis spadous when he talks of Love. Itissoin
the famous words at the end about Love driving the sun
and sars, it isthe samein thefar lessfamous and far finer
passage, in which he hails the huge magnanimity of God
in giving to the human spirit the one gift worth having;
which isLiberty. Nobody but a fool will say that Shake-
eare was a pesimigt; but we may, in this limited snse,
sy that hewas a pagan; in o far that heisat his greatest
in describing great spirits in chains. In that snse his
mog serious plays are an Inferno. Anyhow, they arc cer-
tainly not a Paradiso.

| only use Shakespeare here as a parallel, and | will
not continue it indefinitely as a parenthess. Otherwise
I should, of course, qualify the word paganism by well-
known facts about hislife, aswell as by the whole tone of
hisliterature. That Shakespearewas a Catholicisathing
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that every Catholic feds by every sort of convergent com-
mon sneto betrue. It is supported by the few external
and political facts we know; it is utterly unmistakable in
the general spirit and atmosphere; and in nothing more
than in the scepticiam, which appears in some aspeds to
be paganiam. But | am not talking about the variouskinds
of Catholic; | am talking about the atmosphere of the six-
teenth century as compared with the fourteenth century.
And | sy that while the former was more refined, it was
in certain special ways more restricted, or properly gpeak-
ing, more concentrated. Shakespeare is more concentrated
on Hamlet than Danteis upon Hell; for the very reason
that Dante's mind is full of the larger plan of which this
is merely a part. But, it may reasonably be said, | have
no right to take the case of Dante in order to make out
acaze for Chaucer. | am not likely to pretend that Chau-
cer absorbed every detail of the Thomist theology and
purely theoretical ethics of the Divine Comedy. What, it
may be asked, has Chaucer to do with Dante; what did
he actually inherit from Dante? | answer, the spadous
ness The general snse of not being himself in prison;
for Chaucer does not himself go to prison with Palamon
and Ar cite, as Shakespearedoesin some sensegoto prison
with Richard the Second. Nay, to some extent, and in
ome subtle fashion, Shakespeare ssams to identify him-
«df with Hamlet who finds Denmark a prison, or the
wholeworld a prison. We do not have this sne of things
clogng in upon the soul in Chaucer, with his smple
tragedies; one might almost say, his sunny tragedies. In
his world misfortunes are misfortunes, like couds in the
sky; but thereisa sky. And thereisa quite indescribable
serenity that comes from security, in the thought that the
Ky is settled in an accepted order; or, asthe medieval men
C. 241 Q
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used to put it, that the heavens are incorruptible. This
sns, which Chaucer has vagudly and Dante vividly, is
in all its variations quite different from the later mood
that culminated in Ford and Webster; where the sorm
has become more than the sky. It appeared in Chaucer in
aleisurely and allusive fashion, but it isthereall right; and
it is the consdousess of a coamic philosophy at the back
of the mind. It is enough to a man of his temperament
tojoke about it; to sy that it can all be found in 'olde
bookes; to fed a sort of satisfaction that somebody some-
where has a hundred books, clothed in black and red, of
Aristotle and his philosophy. But it isthe feeling that was
log at the Renaissance, when s0 much dse was gained;
the feeling of a sort of reasonable repose in the common
snxeof Chrigtian philosophy; especially the colossal com-
mon snee of St. Thomas Aquinas.

Thuswe have the paradox that the spirit of the Renais-
sance, at the very moment when it seemed to most men to
be emerging into the daylight, was, in another sense at
that very moment plunging into the dark. It was plung-
ing into those dark problems of scepticism with which
theworld iswrestling still. But it is not amere question of
some calling soepticiam an enlightenment and others call-
ing it a benighted gloom. There really was something of
mygtification and secrecy in the very air which Shake-
speare breathed; which remains in the sort of biographi-
cal problems which he left behind him. | have said dse-
wherethat thereisa certain parallel between the obscurity
of Chaucer and the obscurity of Shakespeare, in a practi-
cal or palitical snse But the casss are very different in
this spiritual or atmospheric snse The mystery of Chau-
cer is mainly negative; it smply arises from the fact that
we happen to have few official records and no private
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memoirs. Itisahiatusvalde ddlendus butitisnot, thank
God, aCipher. Nobody can imagine The Canterbury Tales
being a Cryptogram. It wasonly possible to suggest it of
Shakespeare because Shakespeare had the bad luck to live
in an age of cryptograms. That is, he lived in an age of
conspiracies. But, infact, there arereal riddles for Shake-
spearians; quite apart from the mad riddles of Baconians.
Thereisno Mr. W. H. to distract our minds from the
poetry of Chaucer. Chaucer's purely persona poems are
mostly of the sort that anybody could understand; such
as frank and hearty demands for more money. There are
problems about his private life, asis noted el sewhere; but
they are not presented in a manner at once deliberate, de-
fiant and tantalizing, as are some of the relations adum-
brated in the Sonnets. His Dark Lady was never so dark
asall that. Sheisrather, so to speak, awash-out; a figure
so faint and pale that we cannot be certain whether she
existed, or whether the poet is really writing about her at
all. Here again, the obscurity is merely negative; but in
the Sonnetsthereisapositive obscurity, adarknessvisible.
It was said that Shakespeare unlocked his heart with this
key; but it sometimes seems truer to say that he hampered
the lock.

It iswell to remember that this particular kind of per-
plexity hasreally comeinto theworld sincethe breakdown
of the medieval order; even though the breakdown was
accompanied by brilliant diversionsin all other directions,
ft istrue, for instance, that the Renaissance had expanded
the exploration of the earth; and in that sense, | have
spoken of its artistsinhabiting awider and awilder world.
But in some other respects, they inhabited aworld which,
though certainly wilder, was not so wide. Itwasvery ex-
citing to discover that there were Red Indians or yellow
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Chinamen; but it did not increase the old Roman and
philosophical ssnse of the broad brotherhood of the huma-
num genus. the human race. Rather it raised new prob-
lems about it; problems which produced all sorts of hor-
rible things, from davery to anthropology. It was very
satisfactory to know that you could pay a visit to moun-
tains made of silver or cities made of gold; but humanity
was not in fact so much united by the wealth of Ferdinand
as by the poverty of Francis. Nothing, indeed, was des-
tined in the long run to produce such bottomless bothera-
tion and bewildering intellectual difficulties, as the rela-
tion of the precious metals to the older and more prac-
tical economics. Those gallant men, who stormed the
gates of the sunsst to &t up the golden banners of Spain,
wer e fortunately unawar e that they were fixing on a peak
in Darien the enigmatic ensign that we call the Gold
Standard.

What we haveto realize, in short (againgt much of the
atmospheric assumptions or alusons of modern litera-
ture), is that the older intellectual world was not stupid
merely because it was atic. Whatever our creed, that is
as stupid as calling Confucius stupid because China was
gatic. Chaucer's world was smpler, in the sne that
there were fewer unanswered questions. But whether or
no we think the questions had been rightly answered, they
had certainly been rationally answered. Intelligent men
had answered them in an intelligent way; in such 4 way
that an intelligent man like Chaucer could repose in the
reasons given. This is smply a fact of history, necessary
to the eucidation of biography; it has nothing to dowith
whether we oursdves accept the theology, or even the
philosophy. The point to grasp is that we disagree with
it as a philosophy; as we might disagree with the Platonic
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or the Postivist philosophy; not as we disagree with a
wild savage taboo in Africa or a Prohibitionist prejudice
in Alabama.

There are inferences from all this which | shall dis-
wss in the lag chapter of this book. For the moment,
the point to realize is, not merely that there is something
to be said for medievalism againg the Renaissance (a view
which Ruskin and the modern medievaliss have suffi-
ciently made clear), but that in some special agpects medie-
valism could be more rational, or even more rationalistic,
than the Renaissance. | am well awarethat it is a case not
only of complexities, but of contradictions. It is true on
the one sde that the very reason of medievalism was
rooted in religion; it istrue on the other sde that thevery
frenzy of the sixteenth century was akin to a thirst for
truth. But the distinction | draw istrue; and it is of some
importance in life and letters. The Renaissance genius
was never 0 much intelectually inspired as when he
semed to be intellectually intoxicated; and his very de-
presson was an exaltation. It would be something to be
able even to degpair like one of Shakespearé€s characters.
A dying man might want to live, if he could go on pro-
ducing such phrases as 'Absent thee from fdicity awhil€';
he might even continue to absent himsdf. A murderer
might grow cheerful, if he were able to utter his misery
in those words about life being a thing 'full of sound and
fury, signifying nothing'. But try the experiment of read-
ing a few lines of Aristotle or Aquinas, even as echoed by
Chaucer. You will begin to wonder (dare we sy it?)
whether the great Life of the Renaissance, if it had been
a little less full of sound and fury, might not have sig-
nified more.
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Chapter VI

The Religion of Chaucer

t marks something thin and repetitive, about much

of the comment on Chaucer, that we can all re-

member reading twenty times a comparison between
Chaucer and Langland. It commonly adds to a descrip-
tion of The Canterbury Tales something like the remark:
'A very different pictureisgiven in Piers Plowman.' Itis
indeed a different picture, because it happens to be a
different book, written by a different man. But it would
be perfectly easy to make the same contrast concerning
two descriptions of the same period written by the same
man. It would mark a rather wider contrast to describe
the soope and spirit of Pickwick, and then add: 'A very
different pictureisgiven in Hard Times* For that matter,
it would be almos equally effective to take two of the
Dickens novels that come next to each other in his earliest
period and say: 'A very different picture is given'in
Oliver Twist." And in both cases a reasonable critic will
answer, somewhat impatiently, that it is indeed a different
picture; for the reason that a good painter does not
generally paint two pictures at once. But in the case of
the medieval authors, there is always a sort of insinuation
that one of the two pictures must be false; and that in
any cae the happier and more humane picture cannot be
true. The suggedtion isthat Chaucer, being a court poet,
was a Sort of conservative optimist, while Langland, being
supposed to be a popular poet, must necessarily have
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been a pessmig; and pessimigs must necessarily be
right.

As a matter of fact, all this view is riddled with in-.
accuracies even about the actual comparison between
Chaucer and Langland. Supposing therewere any parti-
cular reason to comparethem, areal comparison would be
considerably more complex. For ingance, though Chau-
cer is called a courtier, it is Chaucer, much more than
Langland, who is always saying that true nobility is not
in noble birth but in noble behaviour; that men areto be
judged by worth rather than rank; and generally that all
men are equal in the sght of God. And similarly, though
Langland is treated as a revolutionary, it is Langland
much more than Chaucer who is aways saying that up-
darts have seized power to which their birth does not
entitle them; that the daims of family have been dis
regarded through the insolence of novelty, and that men
are bragging and boaging above their station. There is
doubtless much to be said for both these views, nor are
they really inconsstent with each other. But Chaucer can
scarcdy have said the first in order to flatter the aristo-
cracy, nor Langland said the sscond as part of a demand
for change. It is also curious that many have missad the
point of certain passages in Langland, as they have missad
the point of so many passages in Chaucer. The author of
Piers Plowman denounces a vag variety of evils, indeed
an amog universal conspectus of evils, because the very
form of his book is an account of something very like a
Day of Judgment; and not an account of a casua ride of
holiday-makers to Canterbury. But in many places he
denounces the fourteenth-century conditions, not so much
because certain dassss have too little as because they
have too much. He denounces the riot and exceses that
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accompanied the economic overturn of his time; but
much of it was a condition of high though periloudy pre-
carious wages, and a wealth which was not under adequate
or responsble control. He sometimes gpeaks of beggars
as if they were bullies, rather than abject creatures, and
while he certainly thinks the poor are in danger, it is not
his point merely that they are in degtitution. His point
is rather that they and everybody dse are in chaos and
there is much in that sort of lopsided luck that suggests
our own time as well as his.

The poaint is here, however, that Langland was nothing
0 smple as a man lamenting over a garving people; and
certainly Chaucer was nothing so smple as a smug snob
or conservative not knowing or caring whether anybody
could sgarve. They were men of very different tempera-
ments, but they did not after all bear such very different
tesimony. They were both highly intelligent Christians
and Cathadlics living in an extremely bewildering time
of transition; in which some things were certainly break-
ing free, but a good many things appeared to be breaking
down. The rather remarkable ballade which Chaucer
addressad to Richard the Second might have been written
by Langland himsdf, in his sernes mood of reproach
and respongbility. The burden of it, even in the literal
sne of the refrain of it, is a repeated indstence that
only Seadfasness can save the nation in such a welter
of novdties. It is not difficult to imagine that particular
personage called Steadfagness walking about for edifica-
tion in The Field Full of Folk.

It is doubtless true that while Chaucer could sometimes
be as svere as Langland, it is not very likely that Lang-
land would be asjocular as Chaucer. But that in itself
hardly shows that Chaucer was lacking in popular sym-
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pathies. The English lower dassss have been known to
make jokes, both then and now. As a matter of fact, |
fancy Langland would have been much more harsh to the
coarse and common people on the Pilgrimage than Chau-
cer. But the whole comparison arises from the initial in-
eptitude of not realizing that one kind of man will write
one kind of book; and that one kind of book will of its
very nature contain one kind of material. We might as
well complain that Everyman is tragic as complain that
Piers Plowman is prophetic, in the snse which some call
pessmidtic. It is by its whole plan and conception a
vison of Chrigt calling all human society to repentance.
It is not very likely that Chaucer, consdered as an artist,
would have attacked that particular literary scheme at all.
But if he had attacked it, he would have had exactly the
same fundamental ideas about the nature of repentance
and the authority of Christ. And, what is perhaps more
cogent here, he would have had exactly the same funda-
mental belief in the sacramental and ecdesagtical sysem
of the Middle Ages. Those who do not realize that fact
simply do not know that system; though it did not,
curioudly enough, disappear with the Middle Ages.

Some critics have vaguely sugpected Chaucer of being
aLollard, through a smpleignorance of what is meant by
being a Cathalic. | am aware that there is a Victorian
convention, according to which a literary study should
not refer to religion, except when there is an opportunity
of a pasing snexr at it. But nobody can make head or
tail of the fourteenth century without under standing what
is meant by being a Cathalic; and therefore by being a
heretic. A man does not come an inch nearer to being a
heretic by being a hundred times a critic. Nor does hedo
s0 because his criticismsresemblethose of criticswho are
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as heretics  only becomes a heretic at the precise
moment when he prefers his criticism to his Catholicism.
That is, at the ingtant of sparation in which he thinks
the view peculiar to himsdf more valuable than the creed
that unites him to his felows. At any given moment the
Catholic Church isfull of people sympathizing with social
movements or moral ideas, which may happen to have
representatives outsde the Church. For the Church is
not a movement or amood or a direction, but the balance
of many movements and moods, and membership of
it conggs of accepting the ultimate arbitrament which
srikes the balance between them, not in refusing to
admit any of them into the balance at all. A Cathadlic
does not come any nearer to being a Communist by
hating the Capitalist corruptions, any more than he comes
any nearer to being a Moslem by hating real idolatry or
real exosssin wine. He accepts the Church'sruling about
the use and abuse of wine and images; and after that it is
irrdevant how much he happens to hate the abuse of
them. A Catholic did not come any nearer to being a
Calvinist by dwelling on the omniscience of God and the
power of Grace, any more than he came any nearer to
being an atheist by saying that man possessed reason and
freewill. What congtituted a Calvinist was that he pre-
ferred his Calvinism to his Catholicism. And what con-
stituted his Catholicism was that he accepted the ultimate
arbitration which reconciled freewill and grace, *nd did
not exclude either. So a Catholic did not come any nearer
to being a Lollard because he criticized the ecclesagtical
evils of the fourteenth century, as Leo the Thirteenth or
Cardinal Manning criticized the economic evils of the
nineteenth century. He said many things which Lollards
also said, as the Pope and the Cardinal said many things
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which Sodialigsalso said. But hewas no nearer to beinga
Lollard; and nobody can begin to suggest that Chaucer
was a Lollard, unless he can prove ether or both of two
propogtions about him. First, that he held the only
Lollard doctrine that was ever properly defined or de-
nounced; the doctrine that 'dominion is founded on
Grace, that is, that nobody but a good Catholic purified
by the sacraments has any political rights or power*.
And, sscond, that if he did hold it as a private opinion,
he would in the lagt resort have preferred that private
opinion to membership of the Body of Christ. | need
not say that there is not the wildest suggestion of a
reason for supposing that Chaucer was a Lollard ether
in one snse or the other.

To me personally,the Lollard is the mos sympathetic
of all the heretics. | might say, in a figure of gpeech, that
he was the mogst Catholic of all the heretics He was,
beyond any possible question, the least Protestant of all
the heretics. His whole suggestion, so far as there was
any clear suggestion beyond a healthy discontent, was the
superiority of the Catholic ideals of holy poverty and
brotherhood to the ranks and powers of thisworld. But
his thesis as a thesis is not tenable; nobody could livein a
ociety in which practical authority and right were only
recognized in holy and innocent persons The experi-
ment of telephoning to a policeman to sop a murder, and
being told that he mug call on the priest for confesson
on his way to the scene of the crime, would be enough to
<dtle the legal practicality of Lollardy. It ssems to me
enormoudy unlikely that a man of Chaucer's tempera-
ment, which was sensble almogt to excess, ever thought
anything of the kind. It is quite certain that he never
said anything of thekind. It isequally certain that hedid
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sy something dse of a totally different kind, which
Lollards said also; that it was disgraceful for priests and
men in authority to be base and unworthy; or, as he put
it in a picturexque figure, that it was horrible to se a
filthy shepherd and a dean sheep. But there is nothing
particularly Lollardish about saying that; thousands of
Cathalics have said it in every age and are saying it now.
It is worthy of remark, perhaps that Chaucer's very
drictures on derics are rather clerical than anti-clerical.
That is, they are based on the notion that the priest is
not merely bad when he ought to be good, but bad be-
cause he ought to be better. In the same passage he usss
another figure of gpeech, which is even more condusive
"I f gold rugt, what shall iron do? He never doubted that
the priest, asa priest, had received something as precious
as gold in comparison to iron. But, the ultimate ted is
even morepractical. Thequestion is, even if Chaucer was
anti-clerical, would he have allowed it to make him anti-
Cathalic? Would he have Ieft the Church for the love of
agrievance? Thereisnat, and never has been, the shadow
of a reason to think so.

For the rest, he was unquestionably and even passion-
ately devoted to the particular parts of Catholicism that
have been most condemned by Protestantism. He had a
devotion to Our Lady perhaps greater than that of Dante;
as great as that of St. Bernard in his great oration in
Dante. The poem dgnificantly called his ABC,asif it
were the firs dements of his childlike faith, contains
language that goes almost beyond the doctrinal limit in
attributing omnipotence and supremacy to Mary. In
short, there is no reason for saying that Chaucer was a
Lollard; but there is overwhelming reason for saying
that he was not a Protestant.
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Modern critics have congratulated Chaucer, or con-
gratulated themsdves, on the fact that he was so enlight-
ened a reformer as to satirize the Monk and the Friar.
Curioudly enough, they have neglected to notice what he
satirized them for. Rather smple things of this sort do
often get overlooked. And the smpletruth is that Chau-
cer satirizes the Monk for not being sufficiently M onastic.
He may have been right or wrong; but it is certain that
if he was right, the Reformers of the Reformation were
wrong; and only on the assumption that they were wrong
can we pretend that he was in any snee right. The point
is rather practical; because nearly all studies of this period
are full of the suggestion that Chaucer, like his contem-
porary Wycliffe, was a sort of morning sar of the Re-
formation. We can only answer that in that case he was
an eccentric gar who wanted the sun to move backwards
ingead of forwards. In the whole of his satirical sketch
of the Monk, the point is, not that the Monk is sunk
in monkish superdtitions, but smply that the Monk is
not monkish enough. Protestantism, as it ultimately de-
veloped, professed to free monks and nuns from the
prison of the cloister. It welcomed runaway monks and
nuns to the freedom of the secular world; even when their
conduct was rather alarmingly free and somewhat start-
lingly secular. But all Chaucer's denunciation is directed,
not so much at amonk, as at a runaway monk; and that
not because he is a monk but because he is a runaway.
Hejeers at him for coming out of the doister and par-
taking of the pleasures of the world. He jeers at him
indeed in his own jovial and even genial fashion; making
up an imaginary defence for the monk, which is full of a
hearty hatred of work and 'the bother of reading books.
Why, he asks should the jolly felow do any work at
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al? Why should he work with his hands because <.
Augustine believed in the Dignity of Labour? Let S.
Augustinework, if he wants to. But this breezy outburst
certainly cannot be taken serioudy as an attack on monas-
ticism, unless it is to be taken serioudy as an attack on
manual labour, or labour of any sort. There are doubt-
less modern critics who are capable of taking that or any-
thing dse serioudy. To those troubled in spirit by the
divine digurbance of humour, it will be obvious that
Chaucer is simply chaffing a monk for his chesk in not
beingamonk at all. The whole of this passage, taken in an
higorical and social snse is smply a protest againg the
decline of monadtic discipline. It is like a patriotic pro-
test againg the decline of military discipline. Such a pro-
test would very probably contain an ironical congratu-
lation, on the lines of 'He who fights and runs away will
live to fight another day'. But it is scarcdy the sort of
congratulation that any soldier would be flattered to
receve. The fact is that the man who said this sort of
thing was theflat contrary of a modern opponent of ase-
ticism. Neither Chaucer, nor anybody who really counted
in Chaucer's day, ever dreamed of complaining that
monks were monks. They only complained, as Chaucer
did, because the monks were not monks.

Chaucer, of course, took for granted the whole Cathalic
theory about the normal vocation of Marriage aqd the
exceptional vocation of Virginity. He explains it all, in
strictly orthodox theological terms; though in one place
he puts it, with a twist of his quaint humour, into the*
mouth of the Wife of Bath. She is the lady who has
buried four hushands and explains that, on the whole,
Virginity is not her vocation. Here again, if thiswerea
joke againg anything, it would not be ajoke againg the
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Virgin but against the Wife; or at any rate against the
Wife of Bath. Indeed, anyone superficially acquainted
with medieval culture and the Chaucerian origins will
know that the latter is the more likely of the two. He
will know that while such a satirist was ready to satirize
both unmarried and married people, he was rather more
ready to satirize the married than the unmarried. The
references to Theophrastus and his clerical copyists make
that clear enough. But he will aso know, what is the
most important point of all, that whenever the satirist
became a serious writer, he accepted quite as naturally
the status of the officially unmarried asthat of the officially
married. He no more dreamed of suggesting that there
ought to be no Monasticism than that there ought to be
no Marriage. He was bred in the bone and blood of a
wholeliving society, of which onewasasmuch an organic
part as the other. He might, like many another medieval
writer, deal rather scandaloudly with the scandal of monks
or nuns who broke their vows. He would never, like a
modern writer, think it scandalous that they kept their
VOWS.

As a matter of fact, Chaucer deds even with the
former scandal less scandalously than most of his great
contemporaries. It is a point of some importance, as
marking not only themore genial and less militant temper
of the English poet and the English people, but asillus-
trating the point that England was really less anti-clerical
.than Europe. The English people were the most remote
from heresy, when the English rulers were the most near
to schism. But there was also an amiable element, not
only national but persona. It is suggested, somewhat
plausibly | think, that the eSctremdy abrupt introduction
of the Second Nun, followed by her equally abrupt dis-
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missal without any description, and with only the mys-
terious addition of Three Priests (who never appear again
and have no soriesto contribute), isreally abadly botched
excison and join, to cover the fact that Chaucer origin-
ally wrote something about the Second Nun which he
decided not to publish. Nor, | think, need such an act of
prudence have been merely prudential. If Chaucer had
ever let his mind run along lines of such licence as did
Boccacdio, in suggesting the immorality of nuns, | do
honestly believe that Chaucer himsdf would have been
ashamed of it. For that matter, it is true that Boocacdo
himsdf ultimately repented of it. But there wasin Chau-
cer from the first something quite different from the hard
soorn and hot repentance of the Italian. It was something
which, in the legend of Robin Hood, went along with the
same English devotion to the Blessed Virgin; so that it
was said that the outlaw 'would never hurt a company
tnat any woman was in' Chaucer merely as a man (if |
understand anything at all of the man) would always have
felt that he might say things about monks that he must
not say about nuns; in which one other English Catholic
may be per mitted to agree with him.

Anyhow, whether we take the test of the cult of Mary,
or of the code of Monasticism, or of any other recognized
mark for modern criticism, it is perfectly obvious that
Geoffrey Chaucer was an ordinary orthodox medieval
Catholic and never dreamed of being anything dse
Nor did he ever dream that he was likely to loe that
gatus (to all who held it the mog vital thingin life
and death/by making fun of fat friarsor monkswho went
hunting instead of working with their hands. But those
who, reading history backwards, look for the later type
called the Protestant in a medieval man who was not even
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aLollard, may find in every ssnse a more final answer in
the final pages of the great poem. It may be sugected
that few of them have read as far as those final pages; till
less had the heroic tenacity to read through them. Every-
body knows the joke about Lord Macaulay; who said of
Soensr that few of his readers were in at the death of the
Blatant Beagt; thereby proving that Macaulay at least was
not one of the few, or he would have found out that the
Blatant Beast does not die after all. Something of the
same doubt affects the case of those to whom Chaucer's
religion ssms not only a smple matter, but merely a
religion of simplicity.

They are naturally attached to the beautiful descrip-
tion of the Parson, which sounds in many ways very
smple, and which occurs at the beginning of The Tales
and is therefore easly skimmed even by the superficial.
"They remark very truly that Chaucer, for some reason or
other, evidently preferred the parish priests to the monks
and friars, though | know not why there should be sup-
possd to be something vaguely Protesant about pre-
ferring one st of Catholic priets to ancther. There
is certainly nothing very Protesant about taking it
for.granted that one medieval Catholic mugt have been
right in his preferences. Nevertheess, those who imagine
that Jesus Christ and the Gogpds were firs discovered
by Martin Luther, and are never mentioned among
Cathalics, have hinted in a hundred ways that the men-
tion of these things in the first description of the Parson
shows him to be a good hearty Protestant Parson, with
Muscular Chrigtianity and.Morning Service at deven
odock. May | inflictc on such readers the somewhat
heavy medieval penance of-reading what is (very decep-
tively) called 'The Parson's Tale', with which Chaucer
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deliberately winds up the whole sries of tales? It isin
fact amply a sermon, and if ever there was a medieval
sermon, in thewhole range of the Middle Ages, it isthat
of the smple-Parson of Chaucer. It is arranged in the
formal and almost decor ative scheme of the Seven Deadly
Sns, each divison having equally formal and doctrinal
aub-divisons, and each divison and sub-divison stating
with minute accuracy the exact and distinct Roman
Catholic doctrine, as it is to this day. There is the
need of Confesson to a priett, the distinction between
mortal and venial sn, and all the rest. There are a
hundred points on which it agrees with itself then and
now, and differs from everybody e<e then and now. It is
appallingly long and eaborate, but it does not trip on a
sngleterm; and thereiswritten all over it in largeletters
Nihil Obstat and Imprimatur. For those who believein
the change of morals or the innovations of sdence it
may be amusing to note that the smple Parson indulges
in a ferocious, and somewhat ruthlesdy realistic, out-
burg againg Birth-Control.

There is one point in this connexion that should be
made dear. Nobody understands the nature of man, the
nature of medieval man, or above all the nature of the
medieval man named Geoffrey Chaucer, who imagines
that this sort of long explanation is necessarily a bore. At
any rate, it is not necessarily a boreto the writer, eten if
it isfor thereader. All healthy and vigorous minds have
great pleasure in explaining anything; and espedialy in
explaining a system. There were so many sysemsin the
Middle Ages, ranging from the gravest to the most
trivial matters, from hagiology to heraldry, from therules
of faith to the rules of falconry, from the calculation of
planets to the language of colours, that the general effect
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on the modern mind is that of a Complicated and be-
wildering pattern. But aimost all the men expounding
these things took a palpable and even passonate pleasure
in the pattern. This was not less but rather more the
case when it was a doctrinal or dogmatic pattern. Chau-
cer has a huge appetite for theological and ethical explan-
ations, he will often turn asde for them in the mog
casual and incongruous context. It is thoroughly typical
of him that he makesthe Wife of Bath pour out a torrent
of turbulent, gross and egatistical discourse, as coarse as a
fishwifeé's and as personal as a Margate landlady's, and
yet feds it perfectly natural that she should pause to
explain the correct Cathalic doctrine about Virginity and
Counsds of Perfection. It was perfectly natural. It would
not only have been perfectly natural to Chaucer. 1t would
probably have been perfectly natural to the Wife of Bath.
Here and there, even in modern England, we may find
the remnants of that ancient relish, when some tavern
talker expounds heavily the whole case for atheism or the
Anglo-lsradlite theory or the proofs from Apocalypse
that the Kaiser was the Beadt. But if we wish to find the
tradition more truly and directly descended from the
Middle Ages, and until lately really moving a whole
peopleasit did in the Middle Ages, we must go, strangely
enough, to the Puritans of Scotland. There was found
the true medieval passon for logic and the long exposition
of a sysem. The Scot in Sevenson's stories, who 'sts
with relish’ under a thunderous but entirely theoretical
theologian—he had preserved one thread, though only a
thin black thread, out of thewoven tapestry of theMiddle
Ages. In that snse so far as this idand was concerned,
the Calvinists were the lagt Catholics.

It is the paradox, but the truth of the matter, that
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what may be called the dullness of medievalisn came
from the excitement of medievalism. The vigour and
vivacious interest required to follow those interminable
arguments, or interminable allegories, were the virtues of
a young and virile humanity. An eagerness more inex-
haugtible than that of a child was needed to carry readers
breathlesdy through the endless decorative forest of The
Romanceof the Rosg, It isatruth of psychology that needs
a fuller exposition; for no psychologist has yet written a
very necessary book called 'A Defence of Bores. Perhaps
it is the bored rather than the bore that needs defence,
but it is true that the bored is the weaker of the two. It
is the bore who isjoyous and triumphant; the true con-
queror of the earth. Or, to put the matter less flippantly,
it is true that a living and logical gusto for giving long
explanations of everything, though it may be an infliction
on the sngtive, is itself an attribute of the srong. To
anyone who knows what logic is, the sustained lucidity
and condgtency of the Parson's Tale is itsaf sufficent
proof that writing it was, for Chaucer, not merely amoral
toil, but an intellectual joy. A modern man is quite
entitled to say that joy in writing it is one thing and joy
in reading it quite another. But the medieval man may
have been the morejoyful of the two.

In ancther sense, of coursg, the question of Chaucer's
religion risss into a region that is far above all this con-
troversy. | have already mentioned certain fragments,
from his religious poems, which are like flashes of this
more srene and enduring light. But if we are to realize
what a man like Chaucer meant by that light, and how
and why it differed from daylight (the daylight which he
of all men loved as he loved the daisy), we must cast back
and consder some more general principleswhich are the
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explanations of his attitude; not only because they were
universally understood as the bads of medieval thought,
but because they are aimogt universally misunderstood in
the outlook of modern thought. The poet never mentioned
them because he garted with them, and the critics never
mentioned them becausethey havenot reached them asyet.

Perhaps the largest fact about the Middle Agesiis that
two forces worked and to some extent warred in that
time. One was that mystical vision, or whatever we call
it, which Catholics call The Faith; the other was the
prodigious pregtige of Pagan Antiquity. Neo-Pagans of
the Swinburnian interludeimagined that Paganism stood
merely for light and liberty, and Catholicism merely for
supergtition and davery. But the case was much more
complex, upon any reading. Some superditions, such as
Agtrology, still imposed themsdves although they were
Pagan; or rather because they were Pagan. They seemed
to be dassic, like Aristotle and Virgil. It is amusing to
read the medieval Catholics on Astrology, and note how
much they resemble the modern Cathalics on Evolution.
Both fed firgt that no sdence must be allowed to deny the
dignity and liberty of the human soul; but the medievals
have the same vague repect for all that is labelled An-
tiquity that we have for all that is labelled Science Or
again, in thematter of liberty, the mereinginctive growth
of a Catholic peasantry had already loosened the old
davery, when lawyers insiging on the old Roman Law
tried to revive the definition of the dave. The mystical
element had its own crimes and cruelties; but the point is
that both dements were mixed and that the conflict was
very complicated. One truth, however, was fairly con-
stant; that Pagan and Christian conceptionsran parallel;
but the Chrigtian above the Pagan.
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It is whally typical of our time that the old theologians
are commonly blamed for subtle distinctions; because in
our time we tend aways to superficial resemblances. It
is counted the triumph of dassfication to dass everything
together; that is, the triumph of dasdfication isto sy
there are no dassss Imperialism painting the map red
and internationalism painting the globe grey are alike in
practice; in so far as each will soread the paint very thin,
if it can only soread it very far. Almost all forms of
popular stience shine chiefly by shallow parallds. For
ingance, the whaole busness of Comparative Mythology
is made up of shallow parallels; that is, of superficial re-
semblances which cover deep and fundamental divisions.
| have legs and a table has legs; if | am large and round,
it isalso possblefor atableto belargeand round. There-
fore | am the legendary counterpart, or possbly the
mythical origin, of the Round Table. But if | modestly
advance this claim, it may occur to some that the differ-
ences between a man and a table are fundamental; while
the ressmblances between table-legs and merely human
legs are superficial; they arein fact almost metaphorical.
A man is alive and walks about; a table seddom does <,
sve under the moral influence of Sr Arthur Corfan
Doyle. And the abyss between the organic and the in-
organic is too absolute to be bridged by the figure of
speech called a wooden leg. So we commonly ifind in
current discussons a pretence of finding things roughly
similar when they areradically different; asif aman were
accused of splitting hairs because he obstinately distin-
guished between feathers and ferns.

Thus there are critics o shallow that they cannot sse
the quite fundamental difference between the Puritanism
from which England is emerging at the present time and
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the Asceticism from which England was emerging in the
time of Chaucer. The difference, or rather the contras,
isclear and sharp; and has nothing to do with whether we
happen to prefer one or the other. It may be maintained
that Puritanism ismore practical, or even more concerned
with the present world. 1t may be reasonably alleged that
aseetic mysticism was too much concerned with the other
world. But therootsareutterly digtinct; even when there
isin both a renunciation of the things of thisworld in the
name of the other world. And the difference is this; that
the older ascetic saw heaven as very bright, and this
world as dark in comparison. But the later Puritan saw
heaven itsdlf as dark, in the snse of sern and rather
stormy; and his genuineimagination exulted in the storm.
For him the L ord wasin thethunder, much morethan in
the gtill small voice; and he was thus at the opposte
extreme to even the most extreme ascetic, or excessve
ascetic, who wished the sound of lutes and viols to cease,
s0 that the still small voice might be heard. The point is,
however, that the old ascetic was looking for joy and
beauty, whether we think his vison of joy and beauty
impossble or merely invisible. But the true Puritan was
not primarily looking for joy and beauty, but for strength
and even violence. This can be stated, and for a hundred
years has been gated, in aform favourableto the Puritan.
He has been called the stalwart and virile Puritan; heis
always very much gratified to be called the grim and
rugged Puritan. The other religious ideal can as easly
be gated in an unfavourable form; suggesting a senti-
mental and childish attraction to bright colours or cogtly
trinkets. | am not at all concerned with the favourable
or unfavourable comments here. But, favourable or un-
favourable, they point to a clean-cut contrast between
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the two things. There is such a contrast between those
things, which is why so many modern writers describe
them as the same.

The contragt ingtantly appears in black and white,
when the two creads express themsdves in externals.
When once the ascetic was assured that certain things
were dedicated to divine things, he wanted them to be
exceptionally brilliant and gorgeous things. He wanted
the vestments of the priest to run through all the colours
of the rainbow or the marbles of the shrine to mimic all
the sunsgts of the world. The Puritan inssted that the
preacher should wear a black Geneva gown, indead of
any coloured vesment, and that the chape should be a
shed or barn and not a temple shining with marbles; and
he was conggent with his fundamental conception. He
was hot merely stern towards other peoples religion or
irreligion. He was stern towards his own religion; and
was mod gern where he was mog rdigious. In his
religious picture even the high light was a hard light; the
sort of harsh and hudess light that can be sen in the
black engravings in the old Family Bibles. It was not a
question of preferring light to darkness; it was a question
of preferring a colourless light to a coloured light. It was
not a question of flowersor beautiful raiment, conceived
as avison of heaven rather than of earth; it was a ques-
tion of being on the sde of the sorm againg the* flower
or of the stark bones againg the garment. As | sy, it
can be described as a sublime exultation in srength and
severity; appealing to sturdy races or to grict family
traditions. It can also be decribed (0 far as | am con-
cerned) as a return to heathenism and a howling to the
gods of fear. But it isa fact of history, which gtill plays a
part even in palitics; that certain people were proud, not
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of being stern to this or that indulgence; but smply
proud of being stern.

Now this note is never found in medieval asceticiam.
Nobody can imagine &. Thomas Aquinas saying, 'l am a
grand grim old Dominican, who gands no nonsenss we
are a rugged stock, scorning the pleasures of the world/
Nobody can conceive St. Bernard boasting, ‘We Bur-
gundians are a harsh, hardy race and like the thunder
in our hills more than the pretty flowers of a garden
paradise’ These men may have dwelt too much on the
supernatural as compared to the natural, according to our
own views upon such matters, but they thought the
supernatural more beautiful than the natural; not merely
morenaked or elemental or terrible. M. Reinach, alearned
Jew who has an artigtic admiration for medievalism cer-
tainly quite untinged with Catholicism, has very truly
pointed out that the purely medieval artists always repre-
sented heavenly beings as gay and happy, and attributed
sorrow only to the los. The indstence even on the Man
of Sorrows and the Mater Dolorosa, in artistic expression,
bdongs to a time after the medieval. It wasin the seven-
teenth century that the two more sombre rédigious moods
appeared in the two rdligions. In the Catholic world it
becamein some snseawor ship of sorrow; inthePuritan
wor |d a wor ship of severity, and in some cases of savagery.
The point here, however, is that we cannot understand
medieval men, even the mog extreme or extravagant
aseetics unless we understand that to them the contrast
was quite clear between the cross and the crown; between
theharsh and angular timber of the arossand the coloured
jewels of the crown. A man, like Fra Angelico might live
a very plain life; but he did not imagine paradise as a
penny plain, but very decidedly as twopence coloured. A
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man like John Knox prided himsdf on being plain even
in his religious conceptions some might say flippantly
that he was too much of a Scot to are the twopence.
From him desends a sort of pride in rudeness, grow-
ing more sf-constious with later times; but unknown
even to the rudest people in older times. We may think
that the earlier saints tried to be saved by an excess of
humility; but nobody tried to be admired for an exces
of hardness. They did not even excuse themsaves for
being hard-hearted by calling themsdves hard-headed.
As a rule, they did not call themsdves anything, except
miserable snners

This is a good example of the subtle contrasts of
history; the contragts which a shallow person will prob-
ably s as ressmblances It is much eader to s that
Buddhism and Byzantine Christianity both have images
or incense or gilded shrines, than to s that their funda-
mental theories flatly contradict each other. It is much
easer to sy that Pelagians and Puritans both quarrelled
with bishops than to date lucidly their two separate be-
liefs, which were at oppodte extremes of belief. The
Lallards of the fifteenth century were in many ways the
very reverse of the Lutherans of the sixteenth century.
Yet it is found convenient to dass them together, be-
cause it is now found convenient to dass nearly every-
thing and anything together, in a generalization TJrhich
is obvioudy sweeping and certainly superficial.

When we have thus firmly gragped that medievalism
had a heavenly vison (or illusion) of which the colours
were intrinsically beautiful and even gay, we can then
follow correctly the curious and interesting process by
which the rest of the environment grew somewhat gayer.
In other words, the next phase is that in which men like
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the Troubadoursand the Italian poets and in the present
cae the English poets, began to give gayer expression to
their pleasure in the pagan poets, epecially in Ovid.
Now this pagan pregtige covered, to a great extent, the
pranks of the poets; and yet it produced a duality in the
medieval mind which often puzzles the modern mind.
It is not that the later medieval man is torn, like Tann-
hauser, between Venus and the Virgin. He often seams
like Chaucer and Petrarch, to be able to turn with com-
parative lightness and innocence from the subject of
Venus to that of the Virgin. But we shall completely
misunderstand him, if we think that his levity meansthat
they are too sympathetic or similar to be contrasted. On
the contrary, his levity means that they are too unequal
to be compared. There ill remains the same contrast
between this world and the other, even when this world
has allowed itself to grow more worldly. There ill re-
mains the contrast between the aross and the crown,
even when the cross has been moulded in gold, and
jewelled more than all royal crowns.

Perhaps it might be pictured somewhat thus; that for
a medieval man, his Paganism was like a wall and his
Cathalicism was like a window. No discussons of degree
or relativity can get over the difference between a wall
and a window. It is more even than a difference of
dimenson or of plane; it is very near to one of negative
and positive. Anyhow, just as a very white shegt of paper
looks black if held up againg the sun, so any wall looks
dark againg any window. It may be a whitewashed wall,
but it will not be as white as the dullest daylight. Now in
the early days of medievalisn”™ thewall of theworld really
wasrather grey and grim. Therewas asMr . Bdloc has
said, something stark about the very strength of the first

267



The Religion of Chaucer

medieval structure of secular society. The wall was, let
us say, of the cold colour of earth, and only the window
had the colours of heaven. As medieval civilization pro-
gressed, and for a time it progressed very rapidly and
well, the wall of this world was painted in brighter
colours. When men like Petrarch and Chaucer were
almost within sight of the Renaissance, they painted the
wall with gorgeous designsin gold and scarlet. They did
not hesitate to paint it with highly Pagan designs of gods
and nymphs. Considered as mural illuminations, these
things were very illuminating. Contrasted with the dull
stone of the Dark Ages, they were very bright. But,
contrasted with the window, they were still dark.

It never really crossed the mind of any typical man of
the Middle Ages, or for that matter of any typical man of
the Renaissance, that the lightness of his mural decoration
could approach anywhere near to the light from heaven.
They were still divided by that abstract abyss between a
window and awall, which is like the chasm between light
and darkness. If the window were curtained, if the wall
were considered in itself, by artificial light, hewould go
almost any lengthsin the enjoyment of its glitter or gaiety
of colour; not to mention its sometimes rather excessve
gaiety of subject. But he did not make it arival to reality
or the daylight. The moment he put the two into com-
petition, he treated the lesser with contempt, tfor in-
stance, some of the best Chaucerian authorities pro-
foundly doubt, and | as an amateur, ignorant of all but
human experience, dso profoundly doubt, the authen-
ticity of that queer postscript to The Canterbury Tales,
expressing regret for all literary vanities except some
poems of religion. It seems an unlikely sort of ending to
any work; especially to awork that was not in fact ended.
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But if it were authentic, | could understand it better than
men who are better scholars than |. Even if Chaucer
wrote it, it would not mean what a modern poet would
mean by being ashamed of his poems. It would not mean
that they were something specially bad on ther own
plane: it would mean they were nothing on his ultimate
plane: the plane of death and eternity. If this is incon-
dgent, his admitted works are incondsent. Venus and
Cupid dance in and out of his long lovepoems on a
principle of unfailing recurrence. They are a burden in
the s of a refrain; before the end, | fear, they are a
burden in the snse of a bore. Of the many minor trades
that Chaucer ssams to be practising before us, perhaps
the one he enjoys mog is that of an architect of heathen
temples. He never usad better his beautiful smse of
design than when fitting up those shrines with the ivory
datue of Venus or the red metal of Mars. Troilus, the
heroic lover, is necessarily in perpetual relation to the
god and goddess of love, and many might read whole
pages of auch a poem and suppose it to be a trandation
from Ovid or Theocritus.

But when Troiluswas actually dead and donewith, the
poet suddenly turned and spat all these things out of his
mouth, as the saint gat the cold temples of Laodicea.
He treats all his graceful gods and goddesses exactly as
'the damned crew' which the Puritan Milton hurled
howling from all their hollow fanes.

Lo, here of pagans cursed olden rites,

Lo, here what all their high gods might avail,
Lo, here this wretched worldfis appetites,

Lo, here the end and guerdon of travail,

Of Jove, Apollo, of Mars and such rascaille. . ..

or (if we may modernize the language further) of
269



The Rédigion of Chaucer

all such raxcals That iswhat the serious Chaucer said of
the sious Paganism. That is what he thought of the
painted pictures on the wall, when there was talk of
their blocking up the window.

To mos modern people, with ther nctions drawn
from the nineteenth century rather than the twentieth,
thiswill ssem an inconsstency, and in a s it is indeed
a complexity. But it is a complexity essential to the
under standing of what they would call the smplicity of
the Middle Ages, and eecially the smplicity of 'Dan
Chaucer'. There are perhaps three dements in it; one
concerned with his time, onewith his creed, and a third
very specially with himsdf. The firg was a general char-
acter of medieval philosophy, egpedialy Thomist philo-
sophy, if we compareit with thereal rival philosophies of
theworld; with the Buddhist philosophy or the Calvinist
philosophy or the Postivist philosophy. It is the main
mark of &, Thomas Aquinas, for ingance, as compared
with the few sages who are as great. He does lift Faith
above Reason; but does not lower Reason. He does put
the supernatural higher than the natural; but does not
lower the natural. He says that the lower thing is in
every s wor thy; except that compared with the higher
it is worthless. This led to a habit of thinking on two
leves, or even on three. It waslike the medieval theatres
which sometimes had three stages one above the other;
9, in the poetry influenced by this philosophy, there was
the lower sage in which the heathen godswere high, and
the higher sage in which they were low. Secondly it was
connected with a character in Cathalic morality as dis-
tinct from Protestant morality. | do not wish to sate the
contrast controversally, for it is easy to date it favour-
ably or unfavourably to either sde. But the point of
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Protestantism was that it wiped out all a man's sns at
once, as if they were all equally sinful. All Chrigtian's
burden fell from him before the Cross He did not have
to unpack his own luggage in the confessonal-box. But
Catholicism always tended more to a table of sns, as of
different weights and measures, and a real sne that
while all are positively heavy, some are rdatively light.
This accounts for the very varying laxity of medieval
and other writers about lighter things. Even when they
thought the lover was a snner, they never thought he
was o great a snner as the traitor. They might have
thought Lancelot infinitely inferior to Galahad; but they
also thought Modred infinitely inferior to Lancelot. We
se these shifting and conflicting crosdights shining or
darkening continually on the figure of Troilus. These
matters of medieval philosophy and morality made up
much of the paradox; but there was a third part of it
that was not entirely of any period or sysem, but came
out of the character of Geoffrey Chaucer.

If there is one feature that gands out, we might say
gticks out, from the literary personality of Chaucer, it isa
curious sort of hilarious half-ironical welcome to people
mone cynical than himsdf. He has an impulsive move-
ment to applaud what he does not approve. It is as if
their impudence gave him so much pleasure, that he
could not withhold a sort of affection based on gratitude.
We all remember the extraordinary virtues attributed to
the Summoner:

He wes a gentle Harlot and akind,

A better fellow could men nowhere find:

For he would auffer for aquart of wine

A good fellow to have his concubine

A twelvemonth, and excuse him at the full.
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Fagtidious reader s have for med the impresson that Chau-
cer's Summone must have been about as objectionable a
person to go on a pilgrimage with as anybody in the
world, even the Miller; yet Chaucer cannot contain him-
sdf for gladness at the thought of such sociable eccen-
tricities. His attitude towards the Shipman is more sym-
pathetic than that of Stevenson towards a pirate. And
indeed, sofar as| can make out, the Shipman was, among
other things, a pirate. But Chaucer is not to be shaken
out of his geniality by trifles like that.

And certainly he was a good felawe

Full many a draught of wine would he draw
From Bordeaux Ward, while the chapmen sleep;
Of nice conscience took he no keep.

If that he fought, and had the higher hand,

By water he sent them home to every land.

which is said to be a polite way of saying that he made
them walk the plank. But while Chaucer is on this level
of artistic amusement, a little murder does not trouble
him. Yet there were some murders that troubled him
very much indeed. When he was once on the higher
level, of considering the sufferings of the murdered, and
facing the serious quegtion of whether murder is morally
advisable, he was rather specially a pathetic, rather than a
goic moralist. It would be hard to count the number of
times he repeats the piteousness of the death of Ihis or
that person unjustly dain, as in the piercing lines about
the boy martyr in the Tale of the Prioress. But he had
st up, as part of the structure of his own mind, a sort
of lower and larger stage, for all mankind, in which any-
thing could happen without serioudy hurting anybody;
and an upper stage which he kept aimost deliberately
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separate, on which walked the angds of the justice and
the mercy and the omniscience of God. Thiswas a sort of
coamic complexity, which was supported by the dual
gandpoint of his morality and philosophy, but which be-
longed in any case to his individual temperament. It was
a temperament epecially English; but it is not quite fair
toinfer, in the usual fashion, that it was therefore merely
illogical. At bottom, it was no more illogical than the
three dimendons are illogical. It depended on whether
he was thinking along one line; or in the flat, asin broad
farce; or of the solid images of virtue.

Chaucer did not hate the world; he did not under-
value it or dexpise it; he only digruged it, as a mellowed
and matured old gentleman might distrust a bridge made
by larky little boys His snse of the vanity of earthly
fortune and success was the recognition of a fact; not the
insurgent rise of a feeling. He did not particularly dis-
like fate or didike fortune, any more than he didiked the
Shipman or the Wife of Bath; he was smply aware of
what they were really made of. In this unruffled and
radiant receptivity, he is rather unique among poets and
even among great men. Perhaps it would be true to sy
that he had the power of liking people whom he did not
respect; and that he extended this sentiment to the God-
dess of Fortune and even to the Three Fates. His Chris-
tianity warmed and deepened whatever in this was Staic,
nay, whatever in this was Epicurean; but it is the whole
point that his creed and culture had digested the dead
philosophies; that is, brought them to life in a living
organism. But his spiritual sanity showed itself mog in
this variety of emphads or pressure; in being able to take
at once his heathenism o lightly and his Christianity so
weightily; in treating the gods and the grim fates as

c. 273 S



The Religion of Chaucer

trifles, and the little reics and holy tokens as if they
were larger things.

Thus the personal humour of Chaucer is an indirect,
and perhaps digtorted, derivative of the moral mood of
his age and creed. It had bad by-products and good by-
products, and Chaucer's wit was one of the best. But
they ramified back to that double root in the rationalism
and super-rationalism of the medieval moral philosophy
In short, Geoffrey Chaucer was exactly what 'the gentle
Pardoner’ was not—he was a gentle Pardoner. But we
shall misunderstand all the men of that curiousand rather
complex sodety, if we do not realize that in a snse their
eccentricities were connected with the same centre. The
official venality of the bad Pardoner, and the very un-
official amiability of the good Pardoner, both came from
the peculiar temptations and difficult diplomacies of the
same reigious sysem. They came because it was not, in
the Puritan sne a smple sysem. It was accustomed,
even in minds much more serious than Chaucer's, to sse-
ing (0 to speak) two ddes of a sin; to seeing it, now as
awful and appalling merely because it was a sin; now asa
venial sin utterly and unutterably different in itsultimate
direction from a mortal sin. It was out of the abuse of
digtinctions of that kind that the distortions and corrup-
tions appeared, which are made vivid in the flagrant
figure of the Pardoner; the practice of Indulgences which
had degenerated from the theory of Indulgences' But it
was out of the use of digtinctions of that kind that a man
like Chaucer had originally reached the sort of balanced
and ddicate habit of mind, the habit of looking at all
sdes of the same thing; the power torealize that even an
evil hasaright to its own place in the hierarchy of evils;
torealize, at lead, that in the abysmal rdativities of Hell
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and Purgatory, there are even things more unpardonable
than the Pardoner.

In any case, this attitude is directly connected with the
reality of his religion. Chaucer was more unmistakably
orthodox than Langland; not because Chaucer was more
superficial, but because he was more fundamental. Lang-
land was troubled about many things, though most of
them were worthy things; social order and moral dis-
cipline and the economics and ethics sharply needed in
his time. But Chaucer had the one thing needful; he had
the frame of mind that is the ultimate result of right
reason and a universal philosophy; the temper that is the
flower and fruit of all the tillage and the toil of moralists
and theologians. He had Charity; that is the heart and
not merely the mind of our ancient Christendom; and
between the black robes of Gower and the grey gown of
Langland, he stands clothed in scarlet like all the house-
hold of love; and emblazoned with the Sacred Heart.
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Chapter 1X
The Mora of the Story

hose strangely fanatical historians, who would

darken the whole medieval landscape, have to

give up Chaucer in despair; because he is ob-
viously not despairing. His merevoice hailing us from a
distance has the abruptness of a startling whistle or halloo;
ablast blowing away all their artificially concocted atmo-
sphere of gasand gloom. It is as if we opened the door of
an ogre's oven, in which we were told that everybody was
being roasted alive, and heard a clear, cheery but educated
voice remarking that it was a fine day. It is manifestly
and mortally impossible that anybody should write or
think as Geoffrey Chaucer wrote and thought, in aworld
so narrow and insane as that which the anti-medievalists
laboriously describe. They have no chance, on their own
theory and argument, of answering that Chaucer was
cheerful because he happened to be lucky in some ways,
though unlucky in others; and certainly lived among the
rich, though himself, at certain periods, decidedly poor.
The whole point of Chaucer is in the fact that hs does
not retire with lords and ladies, like Boccaccio, to tell his
tales. He is enjoying not the walled garden but the
world. The world he is enjoying is just as much the
world of the Ploughman and the Cook as of the Prioress
and the Squire. Moreover, it is vital to the hostile con-
tention that even emperors and princes could be crushed
under superstitions that paralysed them like nightmares;

276



The Moral of the Sory

and that to all men even the promise of heaven was only
thethreat of hell. And it isa gark staring fact, of every-
day psychology, that a man like Chaucer could not have
lived in aworld like that. We are placed in a dilemma;
but the horns are hardly of equal length. We know that
Chaucer did live in the fourteenth century; we cannot be
so certain of estimates formed in the twentieth century—
or (as a matter of fact) surviving out of the nineteenth
century. We know that Chaucer did live; and we are by
no means o certain that the modern higorians are alive.

In this chapter | would advance a certain general pro-
position, which | know will be called a paradox. We
know the thousand things in Chaucer that converge to
make it inconceivable that he should have walked about
alivein amerdy barbarous or bigoted or benighted epoch.
We know, to mention one thing out of the thousand, the
gentleness of his controversal manner; the way in which
he feds confident that a light touch will tell; his assump-
tion that his companions, gentle and smple, will under-
gand each other. We know that men do not write like
that, in an age when nobody could understand them. We
know his bottomless bonhomie and good temper; as of
one who had certainly never been tortured to exasperation
by an alien world. We know his levity; the way in which
he can flit from flower to flower even in the garden of
heathenism; obvioudy without any pressing panic about
the possibilities of heresy. We know his soaring hilarity
and high spirits; never sronger than in his old age and
compar ative poverty, when he began to sing of the April
day when men took the road of Kent to Canterbury. We
know that this did not come out of a dark and twisted
upergtition or a debased sodal davery; and it only re-
mains for us to ak what it did come from.
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Now | will here advance the thesis that this cheerful-
ness or sanity came from theology. | say deliberately, not
religion, but theology. It was not histheology: it was the
theology at the back of the philosophy at the back of his
mind. So far as a general religious sentiment goes, that
might indeed have given him moods of thankfulness; but
it would also have given him moods of melancholy. In so
far as he was romantic (and he was); in so far as he was
sometimes sentimental (and he was) he would often have
becomethat sick and smitten lover so common in medieval
romances. In all that medieval province there was some-
thing of Botticelli; even something of Burne-Jones.
Nothing is more typical of that time than the fact that its
very real valour and virility were nevertheless covered
with aveil of merely poetical sentiment, which strikes us
as rather affected and lackadaisical; like the iron armour
of aknight covered by some embroidered vestment with
figured patterns of broken lilies or heart-broken ladies.
All the literature of that timeisloud with Complaints of
Lovers and Confessons of Love; and there is a sense in
which men like Chaucer did make of it areligion aswell
as a romance. For instance, we have seen that Chaucer,
with very Chaucerian freshness (almost in the slang sense
of impudence), cdls his collection of Pagan ladies, like
Dido or Cleopatra, by the title of 'Cupids Lives of; the
Saints, or 'The Acta Sanctorum of Cupid'. Romante was
areligion; certainly it was all that the modern Romantics
mean by areligion. It was even rather more respectable
than some of the modern developments that owe their in-
spiration to Byron or George Sand. It demanded very
real virtues; fidelity to the death; patience even in despair;
courtesy even in combat. Now if Love had really been a
religion to Chaucer and Petrarch, even in the sne in
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which it was to some extent a religion to Keats or Rosstti,
it might well have been in many cass a rather sad re-
ligion. Chaucer, however romantic, is quite suffidently
realigtictorealizethatCupid can beatyrantorthat jealousy
is crud asthe grave. If this sort of poetic sense of beauty-
iswhat we mean by religion (and it iswhat many moderns
mean by religion), that alonewould not have kept Chaucer
cheerful. It was hisreal religion that kept him cheerful.
Perhapsit will seem less paradoxical, if | point out that it
is exactly paralld to the example of the greatest of Chau-
car's contemporaries. Y ou will find precisdy that religion
of lovers in Dante's Vita Nuoval and in that, therefore,
Beatrice fades away like a fancy and leaves the poet sad.
It is only when Beatrice reappears asa Theological Virtue
in the Paradiso, that things begin to brighten up a bit.
They were so paradoxical that they thought brightness
came from the sky.

Thereal trouble of the Middle Ages lay in their rudi-
mentary and relatively bad communications for the hand-
ing on of their good things;, not in the least in their
not having the good things to communicate. We are
in a postion to appreciate the digtinction at the present
moment; when we have very good communications and
nothing to communicate. The comparative impotence of
medievalism to carry out its own plans, whether evil or
good, can indeed be best tested by comparing their pro-
with a practical thing like a large modern news
paper; that loud and regular organ by which our civiliza-
tion daily proclaims that it has nothing to say. Had it
exiged in the Middle Ages, it might conceivably have
made the philosophers more popular; it would certainly
have made the tyrants more tyrannical. No man in the
Middle Ageswas s0 rich that he could have sent a herald
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to every man's house every morning, to challenge with
trumpet and tabard any other view than that which this
particular rich man wished to promulgate; yet that is
exactly the power now posessed by several rich men,
much less dignified than any rich man in the fourteenth
century. No man wasrich enough to nail a proclamation
upon every man's door at dawn, as some are now rich
enough to place a newspaper upon every man's table at
breakfast; in both casss to be taken as unanswerable be-
caue it is unanswered. It is amusing to speculate what
would have happened if Caxton had come a century
earlier and developed all the powers of a few centuries
later; and that an engine like the Press had been (as of
course it would have been, and indeed till is) in the hands
of the governing dass of the day. |If the King could have
made the same satement suddenly and smultaneoudy to
all his subjects, it would doubtless have averted many
revolutions founded on rumours; nor would this be the
less effective because the rumours were true and the
royal explanation was false Richard the Second could
probably have prevented the Peasants Rising, if he could
have poged his promise of reform and offer to be a
popular leader, madein the famous speech at Blackheath,
to every cottage and hovd in the whole feudal country-
sde. After that the promise could be broken in due
course, as it was then and probably would be now;
possbly through the same agency, the presure of the
plutocrats in Parliament. Similarly, if Bolingbroke had
been able to send horsamen so swiftly all over England
that every sguire, yeoman or vassal could hear his sde of
the caee and no other, if he could have done all that in
one day on the very day when he deposed Richard the
Second, there would probably have been norising in the
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North, no Battle of Shrewsbury or legend of thereturn of
Richard. It would certainly have hugely solidified the
position of the usurper; and whether that would have
been a good thing the reader must be left, on his own
general principles, tojudge. It is enough to note, as one
agpect of the rudeness and delay of medieval communica-
tions, that revolutions could occur in one part of the
country without the most powerful persons, in ancther
part of the country, having even the power to parley with
them. And if, on the other hand, something happened
about which any parley was undesirable, there was then
no really efficient machinery for keeping the public mis-
informed on the matter.

But whatever we may think about the halting of politi-
cal information, there is no doubt that the halting of
general information was a defect of theruder conditions of
medieval life. Theinformation exised, and was in many
matters very varied and full. Nor was it necessarily re-
garded as privileged information; it was never impossible
for a poor man to obtain instruction in medieval England
as it was impossible for a Negro to obtain it in a great
part of nineteenth-century America. It was not so much
that he was forbidden to get it, as that it was physcally
difficult to get. All books had to be laborioudy trans
cribed by hand; the possssson of a mass of such manu-
scripts was rare; and they were handed about cautioudly,
by comparison with all modern caution in the lending of
books. Even a cultivated man like Chaucer, with a com-
fortable salary, seams frequently to get glimpsss of the
most important books indirectly, or even accidentally.
Often he seams never to have seen the very books that we
should chiefly expect him to sse. After having been long
regarded almost as a mere copyist of the Decameron, he
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is now supposed, by the mogt recent stholars never to
have seen the Decameron at all. But he did see one story
out of the Decameron; not asit waswritten in Italian by
Boccacdo, but asit wastrandated into L atin by Petrarch.
It is possble that he owed even this to the accident of
meeting Petrarch. Similarly, while he had certainly read
Ovid and Virgil, it is thought improbable that he had
ever s/ a manuscript of Livy: though he invokes Livy
and praisss Livy and actually tells a tale out of Livy.
Probably he took it from somebody who took it from
Livy. Thereisany amount of thisindirect, distorted and
srappy dement in the culture; education by haphazard
and hearsay. In this sne the opportunities of culture
were limited; the communications for conveying culture
were limited; the machinery for popularizing culture
was limited.

But the culture was not limited. The education that
wasimparted, the education that wasinterrupted, was not
limited. The books, that were borrowed or copied or
trandated or mistrandated, were not narrow or limited
books They were books which often conveyed, more
completely than the fashionable books of any other epoch,
the idea of an enlarged and enlightened philosophy *of
life; the condderation of both ddes of a question; the
balancing of one consideration againg ancther; the con-
ception of the whole sublunary world under the light of
reason. Consider only one ordinary possbility, which in
the caze of Chaucer amounts to a probability. Suppose at
some time some medieval man had only three medieval
books And suppose those three were, first, some version
of the works'of Aristotle and his philosophy*; second, the
Divine Comedy of Dante; and third, the Summa of .
Thomas Aquinas. This is not to poses books but to
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posssss worlds. They arethree univer ses of thoughts and
things; or rather three aspects of the same universe; the
one postive and rationalist; the other imaginative and
pictorial; thethird moral and mystical, but still inherently
logical.-A man might own a whole Circulating Library
of modern noves and minor poets, without having any-
thing like such a cosmic conspectus, or complete con-
sderation of all Sdes of the real world. But the vital
point to saize, in connexion with the particular cae of
Chaucer, is that the philosophy conddered as a philo-
sophy, and even the theology considered as a theology,
was onewhich aimed at a certain equilibrium, achieved by
giving so much weight to one thing and so much less or
more to another. | know all about the harsher sde of it,
and especially the harsher defence of it, as it affects the
humanitarians of our own time; that it believed in devils;
that it defended itself by inquisitors. But that has noth-
ing whatever to do with the present point, about the
nature of the thing defended. That thing was a poised
and proportioned thing; thought out and thrashed out by
the comparison of many thoughts; not a single thing or a
simplething, in the ssnse of the isolation of one thought.
Arid though even a man like Chaucer, through the limits
of the medieval machinery, received this culture in a
rather fragmentary way, he received enough of its frag-
ments to be filled with its fulness He was full enough of
that fulness not to let his own thought be merey frag-
mentary; in the smse of thinking one fragment of truth as
good as the whole. Still less did he think, as does the
true heretic, that the fragment of truth is better than
the whole.

External ecdesagicism had indeed so far degenerated
in Chaucer's day that many good and smple people then,
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like many good and simple people now, had begun "to cry
out for asimpler religion; for a simplified Christianity.
They had that natural yearning, which aways beginswith
a prayer for a single eye and aways ends (with painfully
exact fulfilment) in winking the other eye, in a one-eyed
concentration on asingle object. Modern historians often
accept it, even now, as the purest form of idealism; but it
adways means being a man of one idea. It means very
precisely fulfilling the proverbial phrase about the man
‘who has not two idess in his head'.

Now the Schoolman dways had two idess in his head;
if they were only the Yes and No of his own proposition.
The Schoolman was not only the schoolmaster but aso
the schoolboy; he examined himself; he cross-examined
himself; he may be said to have heckled himself for hun-
dreds of pages. Nobody can read St. Thomas's theology
without hearing all the arguments against St. Thomas's
theology. Therefore, even when that sort of faith pro-
duced what many would call ferocity, it dways produced
what | mean here by fairness; the amost involuntary in-
tellectual fairness of one who cannot help knowing that
the universe is a many-sided thing. That is precisely the
temper of Chaucer; and that is what | mean when | sy
that he got his broad-mindedness from his theology;
though it was not what is now generally meant by a
broad theology. The essentia point is that it was not a
simple theology. As | have said, many medieval heretics,
admired by modern historians, were even then beginning
to cry out for a simpler theology. In the time of the
Lollards, and in their particular and painful circum-
stances, it was often pardonable, and certainly ought
more often to have been pardoned. In the time of Mr.
G. M. Trevelyan, which is somewhat later in history, itis
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mor e'mystifying. One would suppose that an able and
cultivated man, who has lived to se the subdivision and
suicide of all the sects, would have had enough of such
simplifications. But in his interesting book, on the Age
of Wycliffe, he makes a comparison equally suicidal. He
says that his hero proposed, in the most sweepingly
Protestant manner, to free the parish clergy of all control
by Popes or Bishops or anybody else; until every parson
should be as independent as a Presbyterian minister in
Scotland. The example is somewhat unfortunate. Cer-
tainly the creed of Calvinism, which all Scottish ministers
were forced to teach for two hundred years, was a simple
creed. Nothing could be simpler than saying that men go
to Hell because God made them on purpose to send them
to Hell. But even of that childlike innocence and sim-
plicity a good many people ssem to have grown tired at
last. Nothing could be simpler than the stark negation of
the Scottish Sabbath; for nothing can be simpler than
nothing. Y et even of the childlike Scottish Sabbath, it is
sometimes said that the children grew a little restless
towards the end of the day. Their modern descendants
certainly grew as restless towards the end of the nine-
teenth century as ever the Lollards did towards the
end of the fourteenth century. And when among these
eighteenth-century Presbyterians there arose a Poet, that
unfortunate bard was not quite so calm or so contented
or so cheerful as Chaucer.

Matthew Arnold coupled Chaucer with Burns, astwo
fine poets who fell short of 'seriousness. It is queer that
he does not s the very contrast he suggests. Chaucer
may or may not be serious,.but he is not serioudly in re-
volt against seriousness. He does not resent the Parson or
the Clerk of Oxford being wholly serious. He leans back
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easily against the hundred books of Aristotle; like aman
in his own home. Chaucer may be too much at esse in
Zion. ButBurnsisnotatall at eeseinhisZion.. Theatti-
tude of Burns to the local and national theology is one
of revolt and nothing ese. It was simply a dingy pro-
vincialism that could only narrow the mind. But for
Chaucer his theology was a thing that broadened his
mind. It brought him into contact with great minds
like Dante and Aquinas; it linked up his country
with all Europe; it even referred him backwards to
the greatest sages of pagan antiquity. That is the fact
that must in fairness be balanced against the slow pro-
gress and patchy incompleteness of medieval education.
Chaucer, though a courtier and diplomatist, might have
only one or two books; littletrifles tossed off by Aristotle
or Dante. Robert Burns, though a peasant and a poor
man, might have a chance of buying a whole load of
books of Scottish theology; a small library of Calvinistic
sermons. Only he did not want to. He did not like them.
He was never moved to sy of them, 'On bokes for to
rede | me delyte.' Poor Burns never got out of the
Puritan fog for one breath of that fresh air and daylight,
of quite spontaneous spiritual joy and gratitude, with
which the medieval poet stretches out his hands to saints
and sages as to his best benefactors and friends. In that
larger enlightenment of theological theory, ChauceHj could
afford to be relatively cheerful and charitable even about
the degradations of ecclesiastica practice. Chaucer had
more tolerance for the corruptions of Catholicism than
Burns had even for the decencies of Calvinism. And it is
not hard to see why; because, while Chaucer's mind had
been irritated or distressed by the incidental evilsof a cor-
rupted Christianity, at least his soul had not been poisoned
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and blackened and blasted by the monomaniac horrors of
aSimple Christianity.

He had not seen all theology shrivel to asingle thought;
its very thunders of indignation all on one note; or the
whole great Christian philosophy hardened into one harsh
doctrine. It isthat flat featureless inhumanity, that repeti-
tion of pattern, that absence of ornament, that made Puri-
tanism toa man like Burns, not a castle of enchantment,
not even a fase enchantment, but merely a prison. Itis
that which gives that indescribable irrationality and vio-
lenceto the cry of Burns; anirrationality that was perhaps
the beginning of Romanticism. But Chaucer is never ir-
rational ; however much he may beirritated. He feedlsin a
vadt if vague fashion that he has Reason behind him; as he
has Aristotle and Aquinasand awhole civilization behind
him. It was in many ways a decaying civilization; it was
(for thetime being) even adying civilization. But it wasa
dying civilization by which aman might live; and even
live merrily. He did not suffer the particular kind of
suffocation that comes in the cul-de-sac of a single idea,
which is called a simple creed. He had the breadth and
the blessings of a complicated creed. Its corruptions, as
distinct from its complications, often took the form of the
most abominable abuses; because the corruption of the
best is the worst. But the corruption of the worst is
nothing at all; it simply ceases; it does not even con-
tinue to corrupt.

As | have already emphasized, | have very considerable
sympathy with the Lollards; the particular heretics of the
Chaucerian epoch. They were often infamously treated,;
they were sometimes intuitively right. In so far as they
originally set out to reform" the practical Catholicism of
their day, there were few reputable Catholics then, and
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there are no reasonable Cathalics now, who would deny
that Cathaolicism very much needed it. In so far'as they
had a desre to purify Catholicism, they may often have
been spiritually right even when they were intellectually
wrong; and in that ssnsg may have been better Catholics
than the Catholics. But in so far as they had a desre to
simplify Catholicism, the Catholic Church was ten thou-
sand times right in its desre to defeat and crush them.
That notion, in its essence a very negative notion, has
never wrought anything but ill to Christendom; and is
always returning with a plausibility and a false smplicity
to tempt and to betray Christians. Mahomet, centuries
before, had tried to create a smplified Christianity, and
had created a world of fatalisn and stagnation. Calvin,
centuries afterwards, tried to create a smplified Chris-
tianity, and created a world of pesimism and devil-
worship. It was of the very life of the ancient civilization,
Pagan aswell as Christian, from which medievalism drew
its degp and srange type of strength, that it was rooted in
very varied realities; that it had made a cosmos out of a
chaos of experiences, that it knew what was postive and
could yet allow for what wasreally relative; that its Christ
was shared by God and M an; that its government was
shared by God and Caesar: that its philosophers made a
bridge between faith and reason, between freedom and
fatalism; and that its moralists warned men alike against
presumption and despair. Only by understanding all that
ten times complicated sort of complication, can we s
how Geoffrey Chaucer could find life so simple.

Themeaning of Aquinasisthat medievalism was always
seeking a centre of gravity. The meaning of Chaucer is
that, when found, it was always a centre of gaiety. For
very many modern people, even of those who are sym-
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patheticwith, or even reverential towards, thereligion that
prevailed before the Reformation, quite honestly beieve
that it issoldy a mygtical ecstasy; and that sncerebdievers
in it mus be saints or nothing. In fact, it is exactly the
other way round. It was Protestantism that was a mystical
ecstasy; especially Protestantism in its pure form of
Puritanism. It was the really good and sincere Prot-
estants who were saints or nothing. The political period,
that was actually named The Reign of the Saints, meant
the Commonwealth that was The Reign of the Puritans.
A frivolous Puritan was not a Puritan at all. But it isnot
true, in the same s that a frivolous Catholic is not a
Cathalic at all. A Catholic may be like (or indeed may
actually be) a dancer whose whole business is dancing, a
clown who has to be continually thinking about clowning;
but may fed all the time that there is solid ground to
dance on, in the sort of solid world that his soul inhabits.
And this has a way of happening, especially at moments
when the world is becoming much less solid, for people
who are more serious. When corruption and chacs are
disturbing ordinary minds, and many good men are only
worried and serious it has often happened that a great
man could apparently be frivolous; and appear in history
amog as a great buffoon. One of the sonnets of M,
Maurice Baring has a haunting line about the souls of
lovers blown upon awind: 'to res for ever on the un-
resting air.! In avery different connexion, it can be said
that these rare and sane spirits did rest on the unresting
air of a revolutionary epoch or a dissolving civilization.
And there is always something about them puzzling to
those who see their frivolity from the outside and not
their faith from the insde. It is not realized that their
faith is not a stagnation but an equilibrium. If we take
C. 289 T
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three men as types, Chaucer and Thomas More and
Cervantes, we shall note that they were three Catholics
whose lives cover the whole story of the breakdown of
Catholicism; the first appearing in the earliest disturb-
ances at the end of medievalism; the sscond at the very
crigs of the crash; the third just after the divison of
Christendom was practically complete. And our firstim-
presson will bethat they wereall three of them humorists,
who took thingsvery easly, consdering the dreadful days
of destruction and transition in which they lived. The
only legend left by Sr Thomas M or e was that he actually
died laughing. It isquitetruethat hedied joking, though
there was already the beginnings of the Puritan diffnes
that would not unbend to jokes; just as his fellow-martyr
Kimball died smoking, in spite of the fury which faddists
like James the First were to fulminate against tobacco.
Thereis something amod irresponsiblein theintelectual
eexe with which Cervantes feds himsdf free to chaff
chivalry out of exisence when so many greater things,
that went with it, had largely ceased to exist. The greatest
of all satires on mere medievalism came out of the man
and the country mogt full of what is called the medieval
creed. But Catholicism is not medievaliam. It is only
something that could make medievalism tolerable to a
man like Chaucer; just as it could make something more
like modernism tolerable to men of the Renaissance like
More and Cervantes. The whole story will make no
sene unlesswe realize that the Catholic philosophy can
content a man; rather secialy if the man is a philos
opher; and not least if he is a laughing philosopher.

In this ssmse we are quite ready to admit that Chaucer
wasonly alucky and lonely ef, who found a sunbeam and
danced in it. But sunbeams only come from the sun, and
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the sun is the centre of a solar system. At any rate, his
sun was the centre of his solar sysem. 1f we are to under-
gand it, we must go back to a very ancient sunrise; nay,
to many repeated sunsgts It is not true that his daylight
spirit belongs only to the day that had not yet dawned;
the day of the Renaissance. If we want to trace that light,
we must trace it backward through the ages; and, by way
of a beginning, as was here recorded at the start, we must
go back to Boethius. It does not matter for the moment
whether we call that culture Catholicism or the con-
tinuity of an ancient Humanism. We must go back to
that 'long evening by the Mediterranean’, as it has been
finely called, when all that was best in a Christian Empire,
in the person of Boethius, remembered the Stoics and
defied a tyrant and died. There were not two men who
died, a Christian and a Stoic; but one man who was
already both. That is the heritage that had been handed
down to Chrigtian men; and it was not lopsided or bigoted.
Why did Alfred throw himself at once upon the trans-
lation of Boethius? There were any number of dreary
hagiographical legends for him to trandate. Why did S.
Thomas, at the very top of the Middle Ages, think also
of*Boethius? W hy did he resigt the short-sighted panic
that condemned Aristotle? Because againg a thousand
wild and wanton accidents, in the confuson following on
the barbarian invasons and the failure of the Roman
scheme, the spirit of all that society was making for a
balance; a balance like that of the two eyes of a man; or
that which gives two scales even to Judtice blind. It was
holding hard on to civilization and an equal law, and that
hold did not fail, even when the civilization failed.
Theancient central civilization from which the Lollards
and Lutherans and later Puritans broke away was, or
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looked like, a dying civilization. So the central civiliza-
tion from which Mahomet and the M oslems broke away
was, or looked like, a dying civilization. Byzantium
appeared in the eyes of Mahomet, as Babylon in the
visons of Petrarch, as a thing iff with gold but iff also
with fossilization; a thing visibly sinking under the weight
of its own wickedness and wealth. It is not specially sur-
prising that many in the Dark Ages preferred Bagdad to
Byzantium, and even called it the superiority of IsSlam to
Christendom. But it has not in the long run meant the
superiority of Asia to Europe; or even the absorption of
Christendom by the advance of Iam. Similarly, the s&-
ting up of sectsin the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
has not meant in the long run the absorption of Catholi-
cigm by the advance of Puritanism. What Mahomet and
Calvin and all those thus breaking away from the dying
civilization did not realize, is the curious fact that it is a
dying civilization that never dies. It does decline, and
has done so any number of times; it does decay; it is
alwaysat it. But it doesnot disappear; and, at theend of
more or less debased periods, has a way of managing to
reappear, when its enemies have in their turn decayed.
Themoral is, | will ventureto think, that it is unwis* to
desert this perpetually sinking ship, or betray this ever-
lastingly dying creed and culture. It has had another
period of final extinction; even snce its. final extinction
at the end of the Middle Ages. It has suffered eclipse in
the Enlightenment of the Age of Reason and Revolution;
which in their turn begin to look as if they had sen
better days. And to-day it sands erect and resurrected;
and to right and left of it the Modems have stagnated
and the Puritans starved; starved not only for theart and
symbolism normal to men, but now for the faith and con-
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viction once specia to themsdves. No; it was not wise
to leave it, even for the Republic; it will not be wise to
leave it, even for the Soviet.

Themoral isthat noman should desert that civilization.
It can cure itself; but those who leave it cannat cure it.
Not Nestorius nor Mahomet nor Calvin nor Lenin have
cured, nor will cure, thereal evilsof Christendom; for the
svered hand does not heal the whole body. Those out-
sde the body will endure only centuries of separation
and then death. Where are the Netorians? M eanwhile,
within the body of the Christian world, there was a per-
petual and centripetal tendency towards the discovery of a
just balance of all these ideas. All those who broke away
were centrifugal and not centripetal; they went away into
deserts to develop a solitary doctrine. But medieval phil-
osophy and culture, with all the crimes and errors of its
exponents, was always seeking equilibrium. It can be ssn
in every line of its rhythmic and balanced art; in every
sentence of its carefully qualified and sdf-questioning
philosophy. It was everywhere in the air, though it
affected various people in various degress now impossible
to digtinguish. But it was everywhere a movement to-
wards civilization; towards the centre of ideas, whatever
might be thewild decentralization of events And, while
there are many proofs of this, there could be no morefull
or unanswerable proof than the shout that showed that
normality had been found. For agreat voice was given by
God, and a great volume of singing, nat to his saints who
deserved it much better; not to any of those heroes who
had made that clearing in the ancient forest; but only
suddenly, and for a ssason, to the mogt human of human
beings.
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