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Geoffrey Chaucer (1343—1400)
oy L A ]

Geoffrey Chaucer, Father of English Literature, is widely
considered as the greatest English poet of the Middle Ages
and was the first poet to have been buried in Poet’s Corner
of Westminster Abbey. He was born in London into an

affluent wine merchant family in 1343. Little is known

about his early life and even less about his education. In
1359, Chaucer joined the English army’s invasion of France
during the Hundred Years’ War (1337—1453) and was
taken prisoner; King Edward III of England paid his ransom in
1360.

In 1366, Chaucer married Philipa de Roet, daughter of Sir Payne Roet and sister
of John of Gaunt’s third wife. This marriage marked the beginning of his public
service. John of Gaunt was a powerful noble, Duke of Lancaster and son of King
Edward. For the rest of his life, Chaucer held various positions in the court and in the
King’s service. Since he was fluent in French and Italian and conversant in Latin and
other languages, Chaucer was given a life pension by the king, and began traveling
abroad on diplomatic missions. During trips to Italy in 1372 and 1378, Chaucer got an
opportunity to study the Renaissance at first hand. He discovered the works of Dante,
Boccaccio, and Petrarch—each of which greatly influenced Chaucer’s own literary
endeavors. Chaucer was named Controller of Customs on wools, skins, and hides for
the port of London in 1374, and continued in this post for twelve years.

In spite of his busy professional duties, Chaucer also managed to write a large
number of poems. His early work, including the Romaunt of the Rose (1370) and Saint

Cecilia (1373) is heavily influenced by love poetry of the French tradition. After his

trips to Italy, Chaucer’s period of Italian influence began, which includes transitional

002



M&!Eﬁ?

works such as Anelida and Arcite (1379), Parlement of Foules (1382), and Troilus
and Criseyde (1385). Chaucer established residence in Kent, where he was elected a
justice of the peace and a member of Parliament in 1386. His wife died the following
year. His period of artistic maturity is considered to begin at this time, marked by the
writing of the General Prologue of The Canterbury Tales, which Chaucer continued to
work on for many years—most likely until his death on October 25, 1400.

Among his many works, which include The Book of the Duchess, The House

of Fame, The Legend of Good Women and Troilus and Criseyde, he is best known
today for The Canterbury Tales. Chaucer is a crucial figure in developing Middle

English, at a time when the dominant literary languages in England were French
and Latin. Chaucer greatly increased the prestige of English as a literary language
and extended the range of its poetic vocabulary and meters. He was the first English
poet to use iambic pentameter, the seven-line stanza called “rhyme royal”, and the
couplet later called “heroic”. Chaucer dominated the works of his 15th-century
English followers and the so-called Scottish Chaucerians. For the Renaissance, he was
the English Homer. Edmund Spenser paid tribute to him as his master; many of the
plays of William Shakespeare show thorough assimilation of Chaucer’s comic spirit.

Chaucer’s reputation has been securely established as the English poet best loved after

Shakespeare for his wisdom, humor and humanity.

A Rondel' of Merciless Beauty

Your two great eyes will slay” me suddenly:
Their beauty shakes me who was once serene’,
Straight through my heart the wound is quick and keen®.

Only your word will heal the injury
To my hurt heart, while yet the wound is clean’—

Your two great eyes will slay me suddenly:
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Their beauty shakes me who was once serene.
Upon my word, I tell you faithfully’

Through life and after death you are my queen,
For with my death the whole truth shall be seen.

Your two great eyes will slay me suddenly:
Their beauty shakes me who was once serene,
Straight through my heart the wound is quick and keen.

rondel: a poem having 13 lines with two rhymes throughout.
slay: kill.

serene: unaffected by disturbance; calm and unruffled.

keen: having a fine, sharp cutting edge or point.

clean: fresh.

faithfully: loyally.

S o

This poem was written in Middle English but here it is the modern version adapted
by American poet Louis Atmel. The theme of this poem is that a beautiful woman is like
a sharp knife, and she can hurt man without noticing. The poem is called a rondel because

it borrowed the French rondel with the rhyme scheme of abbab, ababb, abb. During

his lifetime, Chaucer helped to introduce a lot of French and Italian poetic forms to the

English poetry. This poem is just one typical example.
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