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Unit 1 Geoffrey Chaucer

Geoffrey Chaucer (1343-1400), poet, courtier and diplomat, is known as the Father of
English literature. Chaucer was born into a wine merchant family of the new wealthy middle
class in London. He probably spent his childhood in the business atmosphere of the kingdom’s
capital, met people of all sorts, and practiced several languages. After schooling of Latin,
Chaucer was sent as a page in his teenage to the countess of Ulster, a prominent aristocrat in
England who was married to the second son of Edward [ll. During the Hundred Years” War,
Chaucer was captured by the French in one of Edward’s campaigns and released after the king
of England contributed 16 pounds to his ransom. Being a member from the king’s household,
Chaucer had the chance to visit Spain, France and Italy as a diplomat when he was young.
Chaucer served as a high official on several posts at court during his prime of life. In his later
years, he was the clerk of the royal palace and was granted a sum of pension when he retired
from the office. Chaucer was buried as the first poet in the Poets” Corner of Westminster
Abbey.

Chaucer was a professional courtier. His writing was probably his spare time’s recreation,
a sideline rather than a vocation. His diplomatic travel into Italy brought him in contact with
Italian literature. Troilus and Criseyde, one of his important works and one of the outstanding
poems in European medieval literature, takes Boccaccio as its source. The poetical features of
the poem also reflect the influence of Dante and Petrarch. Chaucer’s representative work is his
unfinished The Canterbury Tales. one of the great poems in world literature, which profoundly
influences English literature and the English language. His other works include The Book of
the Duchess, The House of Fame and The Legend of Good Women, etc.

Chaucer’s contribution to the English language and literature lies in three aspects. Firstly,
he improved and enriched the Middle English, the vernacular of the British people, with his
prolific and versatile writing to enable it to compete with the dominant literary languages of
Latin and French. Secondly, he set up one example for the following generations of literary
people in his writing by combining the influence of foreign literature and the influence of

English tradition with his own sense of nativeness. Thirdly, he left the modern English poets

o 3 o
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a rich legacy in versification, e.g. the introduction of the European continental accentual-syl-
labic meter into the English prosody, the invention of the rhyme royal, and the arrangement of

the rhymed couplets with the iambic pentameter.

8

The Canterbury Tales:
The General Prologue (Excerpt)'

When April’s gentle rains have pierced the drought
Of March right to the root, and bathed each sprout
Through every vein with liquid of such power

It brings forth the engendering of the flower;

Through every field and forest, urging on

The tender shoots, and there’s a youthful sun,

His second half course through the Ram’ now run,

And little birds are making melody

And sleep all night, eyes open as canbe 10
(So Nature pricks them in each little heart),

On pilgrimage then folks desire to start.

The palmers® long to travel foreign strands

To distant shrines’ renowned in sundry lands’;

And specially, from every shire’send’” 15
In England, folks to Canterbury wend®:

To seek the blissful martyr” is their will,

The one who gave such help when they were ill.

Now in that season it befell one day

As I was all prepared for setting out

To Canterbury with a heart devout"’,

That there had come into that hostelry
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At night some twenty-nine, a company -
Of sundry folk whom chance had brought to fall 25
In fellowship"”, for pilgrims were they all
And onward to Canterbury would ride.
The chambers and the stables there were wide,
We had it easy, served with all the best;
And by the time the sun had gone torest . 30
I’d spoken with each one about the trip
And was a member of the fellowship.
We made agreement, early to arise
To take our way, of which I shall advise.
But nonetheless, while I have time and space, 35
Before proceeding further here’s the place
Where I believe it reasonable to state
Something about these pilgrims—to relate
Their circumstances' as they seemed to me,
Just who they were and each of what degree - 40
And also what array they all were in".
And with a Knight'® I therefore will begin.
=
LARS (REMEUFE) AT FEESRN, Hld (FiF) Fhemir.
Whan that April with his’ showres soote’ its / fresh
The droughte of March hath perced to the roote,
And bathed every veine in swich’ licour’ such / liquid
Of which vertu engendred is the flowr;
HHRiEE Wik, BXKAF ME - LA (Ronald L. Ecker) A2 £4 + & 5t ( Eugene
J. Crook ) # TR #H . '
2. Zephyrus: &R, H A MAhE 2699 KAF ( Greek god of the west wind ).
3.Ram: [ A4 | &% (2) &, ..there’s a youthful sun / His second half course through
the Ram now run; AR EH K8/ EEATEGF R EIE, KBF ERRLT A
2Rk, KMEAFERETHGERGOHRAESTT, RRTHILE, i
P, MO F R EFRIBALZIIGNY, AXAR—FZ PABREAGES,
4. palmers: 18 87 A FAERAE 09 ARAT H A F o= R0 I E A
5.shrines: ., £B, W&,
(e} 5 (]
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6. sundry lands: &XEHMEE, $ 13~1447080KEA: Y2 HBAERGNEELE
BAHRBLRATHIRA SR, F95RF BEAEZN FE.

7. from every shire’s end: MAAER4Y f % .

8. folks to Canterbury wend: AAf1E425K 4518 . wend: X (direct one’s way; go)
Canterbury: R4 1EEF, RERB LA GIMT, BEARTPOLHI8AE, K iH
23650 - N £4% (Saint Thomas a Becket) ARFMERAKERBA LN L L5 F,
BT LHEEHE, X—FHEFRBOETRAZTHEIR, EEANZGRM®L,
Fee) (REMTRFL) CAVNZIBHRUFRF,

9. blissful martyr: % EWHAsey #)id A&, X 235692 2 D07 - L4, AEF 6304
BEREH,

10. Southwark: ##&—ANEKE

11. Tabard: #&JE % .

12. with a heart devout: " & — % & 698 N

13. a company / Of sundry folk whom chance had brought to fall / In fellowship: —#f& &,
R A 575 4 sk 4k o

14. circumstances: 1§ 9L, KRIL,

15. what array they all were in: A4 £ LA E,

16. Knight: %, & P40t 3¢ B2k 7 BB 4K —F, £ % Duke ( Duchess 2
# XA ). 1&#% Marquis ( Marchioness 1% # X A ). 414 #& Earl ( Countess 18 # X A ).
F # Viscount ( Viscountess F # X A ) #=% # Baron ( Baroness § HAA) FALFH

" 4 (peerages) X F (P BABH AR AR T EBH6EF F15 4t p @it
KB AT ). ARERLI “HL" FTRTARETHROAL

Chaucer’s writing plan is shown in “The General Prologue” of The Canterbury Tales. He
had intended to write one hundred and twenty stories, making each pilgrim telling four stories,
two on the way to Canterbury and two more on the way back. However, he actually wrote
only twenty-two complete stories and two fragments.

Yet this incomplete work is great enough to establish Chaucer’s monumental position in
the history of world literature, for there are many inventions in his writing. Chaucer adopts
the traditional topic during the Middle Ages, the pilgrim’s progress, but reconstructs it with
new subject and new organization. In The Canterbury Tales, the pilgrims are no longer lonely

legendary figures with heroic quality; instead, they are only a group of common people from

(o} 6 o
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the London middle class. Tales told by the pilgrims are not mainly about the religious deeds or
heroic adventures, but stories about the general citizens and their lives. The way of telling the
tales is not the mode of single speaker in the traditional pilgrim’s progress which is either the
pilgrim himself or the narrator in the third person, but rather, a new arrangement of making
all the pilgrims join in the story telling: points of view are enriched from the first person to
the omniscient, and the dialogues are also introduced in the narration; thus the arrangement
presents a panoramic view of a society in the work. Chaucer carefully matches the tale and
the teller, making the subject, the theme and even the language of the story united with the
narrator’s identity.

The tales told by Chaucer’s pilgrims reflect vividly the social life of his time, a time
when secular performance gradually replaces the spiritual one as the center of common
people’s life. In the beginning part of “The General Prologue”, the figurative language and
metaphorical accounts present the vigorous scenes of people’s activities in April, a beautiful
season fit for excursion in the countryside, making the religious travel a lively and joyous tour.
The pilgrim’s progress is but a ritually religious activity; the spurring desire for people to the
shrine of St. Thomas Becket in Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales matches the exuberant spring
time when the showers and gentle winds awaken the earth, bringing the spiritual renewal to
the world. The setting in “The General Prologue™ is suggestive too. The starting point of the
travelers’ journey is an inn named Tarbard in Southwark of London, and their destination is
Canterbury. The former place represents the city, new center of human society; and the latter,
a life far from city people. The route of the travelers is from the secular to the spiritual world
and then back to the original place. It may suggest that these pilgrims will never be away
from their familiar social life. An inn is a common meeting place in the tales of the medieval
era, only that the visitors are often the heroic knights or warriors. But in Chaucer’s story it
becomes a place of new social order, where people from all ranks of the middle class share the
duty and pleasure.

Different from other English authors writing tales of pilgrim’s progress in verse form,
Chaucer successfully invents his own iambic pentameter by learning from the Italian and
French syllabic lines and combining them with the English conventional accentual ones.
He arranges the iambic pentameter lines into rhymed couplets and rhyme royal stanza (also

known as Chaucerian stanza). Chaucer’s new poetical form expresses more exactly the

musicality of the English language.

1. Please interpret the first four lines of “The General Prologue™ in your own words.

2. What is an iambic pentameter line?

\
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3. Please try to summarize Chaucer’s innovative writing features according to the excerpt

of “The General Prologue™.
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