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INTRODUCTION

The fourteenth century brightly opened for industrial England but the glory was overtaken
by plague, the Black Death (1348-49). As a result most of the labourers left the country.
The prestige of the Church was, in truth, beginning to decline, and, then came the birth
of Parliament. The literary moment of the age clearly reflected by five famous poets, in
which, Langland, voiced the social discontent, preaching the equality of men and the
dignity of labour; Wycliffe, gave the Gospel to the people in their own tongue; Gower
criticized the vigorous life and plainly was afraid of its consequences; Mandeville romanced
about the wonders to be seen abroad; and Chaucer, shared in all the stirring life of the
times, and reflected it in literature as no other but Shakespeare had ever done.

The poetry of Chaucer and his contemporaries is best understood in the context
of the transition in European society from declining feudalism to an emerging money
economy characterized by the rise of the middle class. The fifteenth century was a
barren period in English literary history. It was nearly two hundred years after Chaucer’s
death before any poet existed whose name can be written in the same line with his. He
was followed at once by a number of imitators who caught the trick of his language and
verse, but lacked the genius to make any fine use of them.

The book, 14th and 15th Century English Literature, is divided into three units.
Unit one discusses the social, political and religious conditions of the 14th and 15th
century and the origin and growth of English drama up to Renaissance. The unit also
discusses the development of prose in the 15th century and the Italian and French influence
on English literature of the period. Unit two discusses the three prominent texts of
Middle English: The General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales, Piers Plowman,
and, Le Morte d’ Arthur. Unit three provides the glossary of the Middle English terms
prescribed in the syllabus.

The learning material in this book is presented in the self-learning format, wherein
each unit begins with an Introduction to the topic followed by an outline of the Unit
Objectives. The detailed content is then presented in a simple, structured and easy-to-
grasp style interspersed with ‘Check Your Progress’ questions to test the student’s
understanding. At the end of each unit, a Summary and a list of Key Terms have been
provided for recapitulation.
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Structure

1.0 Introduction
1.1 Unit Objectives
1.2 Social, Political and Religious Conditions of the Age of Chaucer

1.2.1 Monks, Friars, and Nuns
1.2.2 Wycliffe and the Lollards

1.3 Social, Political and Religious Conditions of the 15th Century
1.4 Origin and Growth of English Drama Up to Renaissance

1.4.1 English Drama
1.4.2 Rise of the English Theatre
1.4.3 Interludes, Morality and Mystery Plays
1.4.4 Theatre during the English Renaissance
1.4.5 English Comic Plays during Renaissance
1.4.6 English Tragi-Comedies during Renaissance

1.5 Development of Poetry in the Age of Chaucer
1.6 Development of Prose in the 15th Century
1.7 Italian and French Influence on English Literature in the 14th and 15th Centuries

1.7.1 Humanism Movement
1.8 Reformation Movement and its Impact on Life and Literature

1.8.1 Literature of the Reformation Era
1.9 Summary

1.0 INTRODUCTION

In the Middle Ages, drama in the vernacular languages of Europe may have emerged
from religious enactments of the liturgy. Mystery plays were presented on the porch of
the cathedrals or by strolling players on feast days. Miracle and mystery plays, along
with morality plays and interludes, later evolved into more elaborate forms of drama,
such as was seen on the Elizabethan stages.

Following the introduction of the printing press into England by William Caxton in
1476, vernacular literature flourished. The Reformation inspired the production of
vernacular liturgy which led to The Book of Common Prayer, a lasting influence on
literary language. During the reigns of Elizabeth I (1558–1603) and James I (1603–25),
a London-centred culture, both courtly and popular, produced great poetry and drama.
English playwrights combined the influence of the Medieval theatre with the
Renaissance’s rediscovery of the Roman dramatists, Seneca, for tragedy, and Plautus
and Terence, for comedy.

In this unit, the social, political and religious history of the 14th and 15th century
England is discussed in detail. The important writers and the development of literature
during these centuries have also been discussed in this unit.

1.10 Key Terms
1.11 Answers to ‘Check Your Progress’
1.12  Questions and Exercises
1.13 Further Reading
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1.1 UNIT OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to:

 Discuss the social, political and religious conditions of the Age of Chaucer

 Analyse the social, political and religious conditions of the 15th century

 Trace the origin and growth of English drama up to Renaissance

 Describe the development of poetry in the Age of Chaucer

 Discuss how prose developed in the 15th century and list the prominent prose
writers

 Analyse the Italian and French influence on English Literature during the 14th
and 15th century

 Describe the impact of Reformation on life and literature

1.2 SOCIAL, POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS
CONDITIONS OF THE AGE OF CHAUCER

The poetry of Chaucer and his contemporaries is best understood in the context of the
transition in European society from declining feudalism to an emerging money economy
characterized by the rise of the middle class.

Chaucer divides society into three conventional estates — the knight (nobility),
the working man (the third estate) and the ecclesiastic (the Church). The intellectual
milieu of Chaucer was ultimately controlled by a religious vision common to medieval
culture. The Christian Church played a central role in the life of the people, and the
parish priest even more than the passing friar, was the chief instructor. Its dedication to
Christ teachings led it or at least sections of the clergy to denounce the social evils of the
day.

The Medieval Age was known for the dominating influence of Christianity and
the supremacy of the king. It was often debated as to which of the two had greater
power and it was generally assumed that the Christian religion had a much stronger
presence than the aristocracy; and that Christianity dominated every aspect of man’s
life in the medieval age. Until the Reformation of the sixteenth century, throughout
Western Europe, there was only a single church — that is, the Church of Rome. This
meant that all the churches and parishes of Europe acknowledged their spiritual leader
to be the Roman Pope, even though the affairs of the church were managed on a
national basis generally. It was not always the case that the political and the religious
heads, i.e. the king and the pope, always got along with each other. In fact, quarrels
between both these authorities was a common feature and even more so during the
Middle Ages.

All medieval men and women became members of the church and subjects to the
monarch at birth. They did not have a choice in terms of deciding their parish or church.
Parishes were geographical units and people irrespective of their gender and class were
expected to worship regularly in their own parish church unless they were travelling.
Thus, they were bound by these ties at birth and they had no choice to change their
parish.
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Parishioners were required to pay tithes (that is, religious tax) for the support of
their parish priest — these were legally established payments rather than voluntary
contributions. If anyone wanted to give voluntary donations to the church that was
accepted, but apart from these, the parishioners needed to pay certain taxes to the
church as they were born and living within the geographical limit of the parish. The
money collected from taxes and voluntary contributions made the parishes and churches
very rich. This led to:

 Churches erecting artistic monumental buildings which are sites of architectural
beauty

 Generation of excessive money which led to the institution of priesthood
becoming corrupt and evil and to people losing faith in the priests and religion
and perceiving the parishes as institutions of oppression and suppression of
the common people

Though the Papal authority was absolute and unquestionable in medieval England
and Europe, the Englishness of the Church of England was also becoming more evident
day by day. According to medieval history, it was the kings rather than the popes who
appointed the English bishops, who became Members of Parliament and were among
the monarch’s chief advisers and administrators. Members of the nobility and gentry
often took an active interest in the cathedrals and parish churches; elaborate tombs and
monuments marked the place of their burial. During the fourteenth century, when England
was fighting a battle against France (after the popes had left Rome for the French city
of Avignon) efforts were made to limit the jurisdiction of the papacy.

In the 1350s, the Parliament of England passed the Statute of Provisors, which
held that papal provisions, such as, the appointments to positions in the English Church,
were generally not valid. On the other hand, the Statute of Praemunire, later to be
utilized by Henry VIII at the time of the Reformation, said that English court cases could
not be appealed to the pope if the king objected. This made the king the absolute authority
and not the Roman Pope. Thus, the tussle between the king and the pope became more
serious day by day.

Church Building

There were many churches built in Britain between 1066 and 1530. Most of the villages
in England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland had parish churches which were erected
during these years, and the great cathedrals that survive throughout England date to
the latter part of the Middle Ages as well. This emphasis on church building led to the
consolidation of Christianity and the architectural expertise of the rulers (Normans) as
builders as they constructed sophisticated churches throughout England. When the
Normans conquered Britain in 1066, they were not happy with the small buildings they
found in England and consequently demolished many Anglo-Saxon churches and
replaced them with greater pieces of architecture; some of them are historical monuments
even today.

The Norman style of architecture (primarily in churches) is easily identifiable, for
it is characterized by small windows and doorways that terminate in round-headed rather
than pointed arches. The walls were usually massive which gave a great sense of stability
and permanence. The roofs of the parish churches were constructed of wood, but because
wood roofs were liable to catch fire, the Normans developed a method of providing
stone vaults for some of their cathedrals which involved the use of diagonal stone ribs
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strong enough to carry the weight of lighter masonry that was used as infilling. All of
these features, along with enormous circular pillars decorated with various ornamental
patterns, may be seen in the Norman cathedral at Durham, which is one of the world’s
greatest ecclesiastical structures.

Gothic buildings can also be recognized by their use of pointed arches in windows,
doorways, and arcades. The thirteenth century is often regarded as the finest period for
religious architecture. In England, the style of this age is called Early English, since it
points out certain features that are unique to the country. Salisbury Cathedral is perhaps
the best example of an Early English cathedral since it was constructed during a relatively
short span of time and exhibits only a few features from other periods. The great spire
of Salisbury which is visible for miles around was not part of the original plan but was
added in the fourteenth century. Its weight created structural difficulties that still present
problems, but few would deny its exceptional beauty or its importance as a symbol of the
cathedral’s presence. The Cathedral at Wells, in southwest England, is notable for the
three hundred magnificent statues carved in the thirteenth century to adorn its facade.
Much of Westminster Abbey was rebuilt in the Early English style during the reign of
Henry III. The Lincoln Cathedral is another great edifice of the Medieval Age.

The earlier part of the fourteenth century saw the introduction of the decorated
style. Buildings of this age, like the Exeter Cathedral and the choir of Wells, display
larger windows with elaborate, fanciful patterns of stone tracery. More elaborate vaulting
patterns were also developed, with subsidiary stone ribs called liernes and added simply
to create elegant designs, without regard to their structural function.

The final phase of medieval church building witnessed the introduction of the
Perpendicular style, a form that is unique to the British Isles. The architects of this age
(about 1350–1530) were experts in innovative engineering which permitted them to
open up vast areas of wall space for windows. They were able to construct lofty buildings
with supremely elegant fan vaults. Hundreds of Perpendicular parish churches can be
seen in the English landscape. It was the responsibility of parishioners to build and
maintain the naves of these churches, and the clergy were held responsible for the choir
or east end. Some of the great Perpendicular churches are also called ‘wool churches’
because the wealth created by the wool trade made their construction possible; a
contemporary couplet ran, ‘I thank the Lord and always shall, it is the sheep has paid for
all’. The churches at Lavenham in Suffolk and Northleach in the Cotswolds are spectacular
instances of such buildings.

Many cathedrals were partially rebuilt in the perpendicular style. The great Church
of Canterbury is an outstanding example of the Perpendicular style. The finest of all the
Perpendicular buildings is the chapel of King’s College, Cambridge, the result of Henry
VI’s inspiration and Henry VIII’s continuing interest and financial support. The assertion
that medieval architects were anonymous is false. The greatest builders of the time
were perhaps William of Sens, a Frenchman who worked at Canterbury in the twelfth
century and was seriously injured when he fell from scaffolding there and John Wastell,
a native Englishman who designed much of King’s College Chapel.

Outside England too churches were constructed in a similar style, but on a smaller
scale. In Scotland, large cathedrals were built at St. Andrew’s and Glasgow, with more
humble churches sufficing for the bishops of Aberdeen, Dunkeld, Dunblane, and Moray.
The fine Gothic Church of St. Giles in Edinburgh did not attain cathedral status until the
seventeenth century. By the end of the Middle Ages there were four cathedrals in
Wales. St. David’s was (and is) an exceptional structure, but the others were no larger
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than English parish churches. Among the finest churches in Ireland are a handful of
Norman buildings put up in the early twelfth century. The ruined Cathedral of Ardfert
shows thirteenth century lancets which were used in Ireland as well as England.

1.2.1 Monks, Friars, and Nuns

It is perhaps very difficult for a person today to fully fathom the significance of the
Church in the Medieval Age. Christianity and the Church ruled the life of the common
people and their thought processes. The church was an institution whose impact was
felt in all spheres of life. In the medieval monasteries, groups of men lived together
regulated by a common rule. These monasteries provided a home for thousands of
people and spiritual leadership for the entire church. These monasteries were the centres
of learning, where manuscripts were copied, historical chronicles were written, and
theological treatises were composed, making them the centre of all learning and related
work of the Medieval Age. Thus, monasteries served the purpose of education and
related works. The monastic liturgies, which consisted of eight daily offices as well as a
daily mass, came to include elaborate polyphonic music as well as the chanting of psalms
and prayers in unison. Thus, the people in the monasteries kept busy with the elaborate
nature of the prayers, learning and writing of medieval history.

Monasteries also served other purposes in the Medieval Age — they were used
as hospitals to nurse sick people, tired travellers were often provided with lodging and
boys were educated here by the monks.  Thus, apart from being centres of learning and
religion, there was a social role that the monasteries played in the Middle Ages. Some
monastic churches were as large as cathedrals. All the cathedrals of medieval England
were also monasteries and were staffed by monks and, despite regulations intended to
limit their grandeur, they ranked among the greatest buildings in Britain.

British monks lived according to several different rules. The most important houses
were of the Benedictine order. These black monks (so called because of the colour of
their habits) followed the sensitive, liberal rule of St. Benedict. The Cistercian order,
founded in France, had a number of large houses in England, of which Fountains was
perhaps the greatest. The most austere monks were the Carthusians, whose abbeys
were called Charter houses. The Carthusians practiced silence, fasting, and self-denial,
more than any other order.

Friars were very popular during the Medieval Age as they had direct contact with
the masses and were easily accessible. Friars also played a major role in the medieval
British churches. Not bound to reside in a monastery, as were the monks, and not allowed
to own individual property, the friars wandered the country, preaching and teaching.
Sometimes caricatured as jolly vagabonds, like Friar Tuck in the Robin Hood legend,
they were often popular preachers who interacted with ordinary people more easily than
did members of the established ecclesiastical hierarchy.

Women were also a significant part of the Christian life and monasteries in the
Middle Ages. As women could not be ordained as priests, the only role the church
offered them was that of nuns. The women’s religious houses or nunneries never housed
large numbers of people, but they performed a valuable function in medieval society, as
they made communal life possible for single women, including some widows, who
otherwise would have found it difficult to establish suitable living arrangements. The
nunneries produced some abbesses of marked administrative ability and a few mystics
with great spiritual insight. Most nuns followed the Benedictine rule, although the native
English order of Sempringham was popular in the early fourteenth century and the
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Bridgettine house at Syon was the largest and most important nunnery during the century
before its dissolution.

By the end of the Middle Ages, the church also owned at least a quarter of the
land in the several countries of the British Isles. If one added this to the income from
tithes and special offerings and donations, it amounted to at least a third of the national
revenue, which was controlled by the church. The clergy were great landlords, and their
involvement with other groups in society was monetary as well as religious leading to the
churches having an advantageous position in the Medieval Age.

The church was also involved in the daily life of the ordinary people because its
liturgies were designed to follow an annual cycle that was related to the changing of the
seasons and the phases of farming activity. The church blessed the planting of crops,
prayed for their success, and held services of thanksgiving at harvest time. It brightened
the bleak midwinter days with joyous celebrations at Christmas, Epiphany, and Candlemas.
It allowed women to identify with the cult of the Virgin Mary and to join in her festivals,
especially the Feast of the Annunciation (March 25, one of the most important days in
medieval church calendars). It provided for times of penitence (Advent and Lent) and
seasons of rejoicing (Easter and Pentecost). Its great shrines—not merely Becket’s at
Canterbury, but also others like St. William’s at York, St. Swithun’s at Winchester, and
St. Hugh’s at Lincoln—attracted large numbers of pilgrims and were believed to be
responsible for miraculous cures and healing. It did much to bring warmth, colour, and
intellectual activity into lives that otherwise would have been cold, drab, and full of
drudgery. It is impossible to know how many people regularly attended services during
medieval times, but the proportion of the population was certainly higher than today. For
many people in the British Isles, the Middle Ages were truly an age of faith.

1.2.2 Wycliffe and the Lollards

If the Church and Christian religion had unquestionable authority in the Medieval Age,
then it is also true that there were some dissenting voices that were raised in this age.
One of the significant ones among them was that of John Wycliffe, who in the fourteenth
century unsettled the activities of the English Church. John Wycliffe, a theologian who
taught at Oxford, became distressed by the worldliness and corruption of the clergy,
who were often ignorant, selfish men with little genuine spirituality. His primary aim of
criticizing the church was that he hoped that the pope would reform the church. When
this did not happen, he thought that the state would interfere to abolish the corrupt
practices of the parishes and churches and pave a path for change. For some time he
gained the favour of John of Gaunt and other lay magnates, but in the end they too
disappointed him, which drove him to question the most fundamental beliefs of the medieval
church. He came to reject the doctrine of transubstantiation (which holds that during the
communion the priest transforms bread and wine into the substance of Christ’s body and
blood) because he thought it gave the clergy too much power over the simple folk. He
even argued that the power and authority of the pope had no scriptural justification.

He reasoned that as many people as possible should read the Bible and not just
hear portions of the Bible expounded by the clergy. He was one of the first scholars to
translate the scriptures into English. He along with his friends produced the first complete
English Bible. The pope condemned Wycliffe’s teachings in 1377 and a few years later
he was suspended from his university post. He was not executed, perhaps because his
orthodox enemies did not wish to make him a popular martyr, but a number of his followers
were later burned as heretics, particularly after Parliament passed the statute De
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Haeretico Comburendo in 1401. His disciples came to be known as Lollards—the term
originally meant ‘babblers’—and Lollardy attracted a considerable followers, mainly
among urban craftsmen and the poorer gentry. After the failure of a Lollard uprising in
1414, the movement went underground, but many of its ideas survived and came to the
fore again in the sixteenth century, at the time of the Protestant Reformation.

Check Your Progress

1. How did Chaucer divide the conventional society?

2. State the concept of ‘parish’ in the Age of Chaucer.
3. What secondary purpose did the monasteries serve in the Medieval Age?

4. What role did the friars play during the Middle Ages?

1.3 SOCIAL, POLITICAL AND RELIGIOUS
CONDITIONS OF THE 15TH CENTURY

English literature made a brilliant beginning with Chaucer. But there came a huge chasm
after that. After his death we enter upon a long barren period in its history. In the recent
years, modern research has revealed that the age was, in reality, not so barren as has
been commonly considered.

The poetry of the period may be divided into two classes:

 Courtly, official or Chaucerian poetry

 Popular poetry, following native  tradition

Popular poetry flourished in the age. This kind of poetry is rich in ballad, lyric,
carol, etc. It is also rich in drama.

The age is deficient or barren only in so far as great poetry of the first kind is
concerned.

Social Disorder

The 15th century was seen as a period of confusion and social disorder. The barons and
the king were busy fighting the French. They also fought within themselves. Such lawless
times were not conducive to the growth of literature.

The business of war, the prolonged War of the Roses diverted the attention of the
great from art and literature.

Authors, in the Middle Ages could write only under the patronage of the great.
This patronage had always been extended by the king and the court, but now they were
too busy to continue it.

The exchequer was empty and even the barons were exhausted by the wars.
The newly rich were too base and calculating to care for literature and to come up with
some quality literature.

Segregation

Due to the prolonged French wars there was isolation and break of contacts with France,
Italy and other countries of Europe, which had always been a source of inspiration to
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writers in England. Thus, Chaucer was first inspired by his contact with France, and
then with Italy. Like Chaucer, the writers could no longer derive life or inspiration from
these sources. Isolation resulted in stagnation.

However, the Wars of the Roses alone cannot fully account for the deficiency of
good poetry during the time. There had been wars even in the 14th century along with
pestilence and disorder. But still it was considered as a golden age of literature. The fact
remains that during this period, no writer of genius was born: miserly nature created only
imitators creating outworn themes. The lesser magnitude poets that the age produced
were conscious of the greatness of Chaucer. They paid him homage, but failed to
understand the secret of his greatness. While the Chaucerian tradition was followed, it
was lifeless and empty. As it strove to preserve the form, it lost almost every trace of the
spirit. The canker of servile imitation killed the very spirit of poetry.

English vocabulary, grammar and pronunciation were in a state of rapid change.
The final sounded ‘e’ of Chaucer had grown mute. Due to this, Chaucer’s work was
wrongly read and badly printed. His imitators felt that Chaucer had indulged in great
liberties with rhythm, metre and versification. As Legouis puts it ‘the English verse-form
was thrown off its balance and definitely recovered a sure rhythm only Spenser.’

An Age of Preparation

This age was certainly a barren age, which did not produce any work of outstanding
merit. But, this age was also seen as an age of preparation for the great triumphs of
literature were to follow in the age.

Education was secularized. It no longer remained the monopoly of the church. A
wide network of schools and colleges imparting education at all levels were established.
A new class of educated and cultured young men soon came into being.

The setting up of the printing press by Caxton in 1476, made cheap books easily
available, and thus a serious hurdle in the way of education was removed. Countless
works, each a classic in its own way, poured out of the press and inspired and enlightened
the nation, more particularly  those who had literary ambition.

Check Your Progress

5. Poetry in the 15th century was divided into two classes. Name them.

6. In which year was the printing press set by Caxton?

1.4 ORIGIN AND GROWTH OF ENGLISH DRAMA
UP TO RENAISSANCE

Literature is an articulate and artistic mode of expressing life through words. Its power
lies in the art of expression through written words. As Victor Hugo puts,— ‘Music
expresses that which cannot be put into words and that which cannot remain silent,’
similarly literature is the articulation of a keen and imaginative observer of life that
spreads around him or her. The study of literature is for pleasure and intellect both.
Writers use their words and fancy to create another world for us where they reflect
upon some ideas or happenings which have been their part of experience. The creation
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of literature goes back almost to our civilization. Hudson perceives that ‘a great book
grows directly out of life; in reading it, we are brought into large, close, and fresh relations
with life; and in that fact lies the final explanation of its power.’

Literature is significant because it records life and its fine emotions. All great
literary artists have painted beautiful pictures which never fade in any age. They were
important in the era when they were created, and have the same significance even now.
A true experience of life will be relevant to all generations of readers. It portrays virtues
and values of life applicable to all ages. Literature is like life out of which many techniques
and forms have evolved in course of time to enthuse, entertain and engage us. Whatever
reason gave shape to vivid forms of literature, their aim is unified. Primarily it seeks self-
expression. It depicts society and human actions. It is a beautiful, lively and interesting
combination of fact and fiction. It adheres to maintain the forms. When the writer is
strongly motivated by his or her own ideas, the expression tends to be called subjective
literature. The writings which contain men and women, their emotion, relation, pain,
suffering, passion, life, designs, pursuits, etc. are called the timeless action and drama of
human life. The writing which is full of reality and is seen or felt by the author is called
the literature of description, or a narrative.

Another type of literature is that which worships beauty of form. It is classified as
literature of art. Every human being, blessed with artistic capability, wants to give vent to
his emotions. It has been an inherent part of man’s life to portray his social impulses in
the form of literature. Man created various forms of literature in course of time for his
suitability and need for expression. Thus, through literature, writers give vent to their
feelings and experiences. They developed varied art forms to befit the need of art and
feed senses with aesthetic pleasure. Drama and poetry are accepted as the earliest
forms of art and literature. Essay, prose and novel evolved subsequently in course of
time.

Any literature must contain the elements of intellect, feeling and creative
imagination. Therefore, any literature is charged with subject which is thought-provoking
and genuine; emotions which put liveliness into that subject; and vision which adds
freshness, vivacity and fancy into the subject. Such a literary creation is timeless and
relevant to every living hour. The other part of literature is about its construction and
modus operandi. It is the techniques on which a certain form of literature is moulded and
shaped. It also contains style and structure. In any country’s literature, we find the
social, political, or artistic trends manifested. Or, its cultural or historical aspects would
be depicted. According to the flourishing of human society, the psychological and scientific
literature developed. Literature aims at unity of thought and universality of theme. It is
interesting and exists longer in our memories.

Literature is valuable because it gives happiness and boosts our moral values.
Arnold calculated life to be the most serious concern for literature: ‘…criticism of life.’
Literature is life which reflects its creator’s essence too. Every book or work of art
bears the imprint of its maker’s discipline, personality, wisdom, power of imagination,
depth of emotion, artistry, self-control, instinct, individuality, industry, and much more.
Every book is a strong mirror of its writer’s image. And this is where, the importance of
art and literature lies. Similarly, a great literary text not only exhibits a culture, but also
melts into a culture. According to Milton, ‘A good book is the precious life-blood of a
master-spirit, embalmed and treasured up on purpose to a life beyond life.’ Literature
voices out art and culture, society and individuality, intellect and imagination, man and his
view all. As George Eliot mentioned, literature is ‘the nearest thing to life; it is a mode of
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amplifying experience and extending our contact with our fellow-men beyond the bounds
of our personal lot.’

A writer is not a doctrinaire. Nor is literature a dogma. A writer tries to
communicate an experience or an impulse. The reader, at that point of his endeavour,
should try to understand and receive the same by being one with the soul who has
created the work of art. Thus, creation of a work of art seeks mutual understanding
looking forward to reciprocation on the part of the person who reads it. A writer’s
interest is broad on human panorama and perspectives. The different interests of readers
judge authors differently. But most of us do realise who is a great author whether we
have read him or her, or not. For example, the readers of Shakespeare have so established
his fame that the dramatist no longer needs authentication through any channel or source.
Any age, any country or any segment of reader is familiar with the universal
acknowledgement of Shakespeare, and acquiesces to it. The chief traits which distinguish
one writer from the other are their personal styles, choice of subject, mode of
representation, form of literature, his or her mastery in dealing with techniques of that
specific form, innovations, language, and much more. To define this, Dr. Johnson said
‘Language is the dress of thought.’

When we read a book, we visualize the entire perspective in the vista, beginning
from its author to his belonging till his style: in short, all. In this light, every book which
has to give something special has greater responsibility than we can think of. T. S. Eliot
ruminated on the status of artist like this: ‘No poet, no artist of any art, has his complete
meaning alone. His significance, his appreciation is the appreciation of his relation to the
dead poets and artists. You cannot value him alone; you must set him, for contrast and
comparison, among the dead.’ Tracing the early steps of history, we see how English
literature evolved under tremendous currents from various foreign influences of which
Greek, Roman, Latin and Scandinavian were the foremost shaping forces. It is true
modern English literature received its name in the works of Chaucer who gave language
a fluent, native flow. From the fourteenth-century, till now, more than seven hundred
years fall into the periphery of English letters. But even before Chaucer, there has been
more than six hundred years of England’s contribution in enriching its magnificent treasure
of literary texts. However, Chaucer’s language is simple, lucid and has a natural gaiety.
England saw the advent of Christianity during 597 with Saint Augustine who travelled
from Rome with the purpose of converting Englishmen. Before this, the English were
ruled by the Angles, Saxons and Jutes who were heathen. Therefore, the poetry of this
Anglo-Saxon period is related to these themes. It is difficult to ascertain whether the
Germanic tribes who were ruling England used their native influences to praise the value
of Christianity or the Bible, or it was something else but the literature of this age shows
deep interest in these matters.

Lyrical poetry was already in fashion from many years before. The poets were
chiefly monks and the poetry sang religious and moral values. Amongst the earliest of
the epic poetry, we have Beowulf which dates back to the sixth-century. It is considered
a Germanic text. The story of this poem is Scandinavian and it is written in English. This
is an excellent example of alliterative verse form, although its lines do not rhyme with
each other. It contains the elegance and dignity of a classic epic. During the periods of
Danish invasions in England, King Alfred (849-899) rescued the nation and proved himself
not only a worthy ruler and administrator, but a great educator and scholar. Chronicles
were created in this period, which give the account of the natives and their sufferings
within the hands of invaders. Ôlfric (955-1025) is held as the most efficient of the
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English prose writers before the Conquest (Norman invasion 1066). So by now, the
forms poetry and prose can be witnessed to have been flourished well in England. The
literary creations of this period were all steeped in religious flavour. It was after the
Conquest that French dominated English on the native soil.

Middle Age (1200 to 1470) was a period when Modern English was born. It is
also called the Dark Age. Usually, the decade between fifth to the fifteenth-century is
considered as the Dark Age. It was in this Dark Age that the legendary King Arthur’s
stories were written by Geoffrey of Monmouth, a Welsh cleric. French became the
language of the court after the accession of William the Conqueror to the English throne.
Till the fourteenth-century, it remained the language of the court. English was given the
right to become court’s language during the reign of King Henry IV. During the eleventh
and twelfth centuries, it was customary to the minstrels, troubadours andTrouvères  to
warble epics in praise of the memorable battles in French. English was taken
condescendingly in comparison to French. The English writer-poets were influenced by
the gaiety and beauty of French and Italian as both these languages had an old cultural
background with strong economic history.

During this period, the major writers were not English, but Italian amongst whom
Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374) and Boccaccio (1313-
1375) were the most quotable ones. Most of these poets were read and translated by the
English poets before, during and after the Renaissance. Therefore, the form of poetry is
mentioned commonly as the most natural outcome of our literary endeavours and
productivity. Dante was the most famous medieval poet, philosopher and scholar who
wrote magnificent epic poetry never to find its rival again in the world. Petrarch influenced
the entire upcoming centuries by his famous form of poetry called Sonnet. Boccaccio’s
The Decameron became trendsetter for narrative poetry (tales). The following generation
of the poet-writers seem to have gathered inspiration from these master versifiers.

The Renaissance in the European context is deemed as an intellectual rebirth
after the long lasting shroud spread by the Dark Age. It brought human awareness about
themselves and their fraternity around. ‘Renaissance’ is a French word which means
‘rebirth’. It was a spiritual awakening, used to erect the new society based on the rights
of the common man who could question the authorities in government and religion. The
style of living underwent tremendous changes and humanity became prime concern of
life. European system of feudal hierarchy was disobeyed and the new urban outlook
took place. The developing society gave way to the old modes of living breaking the
hegemony of rich aristocratic class or feudal lords in the rural areas. Growing education
and interest towards improvement in life made men to raise their standards and explore
avenues in the classic literature. They rediscovered religion by establishing Protestantism:
thus breaking away from the traditional methods of service to Christianity. The Bible
was translated from Latin into English and setting up of the press ushered in instant
revival in the social set up.

1.4.1  English Drama

Drama is an ancient form of art written in prose or verse accompanied by various tools
and techniques meant to be staged. It is unlike poetry or prose. It is an art dependent on
many other tools unlike a written text which has to do with words only. Plays, on the
contrary, involves ‘multiple art, using words, scenic effects, music, the gestures of the
actors, and the organizing talents of a producer’ (A Short History of English Literature,
Lord B. Evans, chapter-6, page-133). It is written with the purpose of presenting a
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fiction or reality in front of people. Its main objective is successful representation of a
plot to be viewed by audience. Therefore, the textual portion in a drama is always
dependent on love and acceptance of its viewers.

An essential quality of drama is its objectivity. A play, whether divided into acts or
not—has plot, characters, background, theme, dramatic unities, techniques, etc. Beside
all these, it must aim to please its audience and has to be acted by people in public. Its
duration is short and everything has to produce an exemplary effect within the few
hours on stage in a play: therefore, drama is ‘a composite art, in which the author, the
actor, and the stage manager all combine to produce the total effect.’ A play must seek
perfect economy in the choice of diction, actions, deliverers of those actions, time, place,
so that all may synthesize into bringing the desired end or effect. The novelist’s art is
leisurely, but the dramatist’s art is too strategic to escape his limitations. He is always
handcuffed. His is a weaver’s hand because a play is shaped by both internal and
external agencies.

A playwright cannot place his emotions directly in the mouth of the character,
thus he has to use his characters to express them through his theme. It is convincingly
veracious that the art of drama is more objective than any other art form. The action is
distributed among the characters and every actor must live his or her part, then only a
drama would be successful. The dramatist’s identity, behaviour, character and feelings
need not be seeking direct expression anywhere. He has to maintain complete detachment
and impersonality. This art form is more eloquent and versatile which needs greater
skills of handling everything in a perfect balance, so that the audience is contented.

1.4.2 Rise of the English Theatre

In England, as a form of literary art, drama began in the Middle Ages. However, it is
difficult to trace the exact date of its beginning in the English scene. When the Romans
came to England, they set up huge amphitheatres; and certainly, the plays were being
acted in those times. As the Romans left, the culture too seems to have come to a
standstill. In the Middle Ages, minstrels, clowns, tumblers, etc. used to sing long heroic
poems or epics or ballads in praise of the court. Even their costumes were motley ones
and were easily recognized as those welcomed figures at ceremonies, public places, the
king’s court, or anywhere. They used to boost the morale and passionately moved all
those who heard them: it could be also traced as the inception of drama, yet it was not an
organized establishment then.

Undoubtedly, there has been an intricate relation between Christianity and theatre
when it comes to trace the origin or genesis of drama in England. In medieval England,
the minstrels at church precincts used to act stories from the Bible after sessions of
sermons were over. It was done in order to entertain and impart the religious sentiments
on people. Drama at this stage was acted and managed by the minstrels and clerics. The
common cult of drama was not accepted by the-then church and the court because it
exuded the message of too much freedom in the society, hence the Roman theatres
were condemned and closed. Later on, this style of acting by a person or two from
church developed into a group of people consisting of priests and choir-boys acting
biblical themes enthusiastically with words and chorus. These ‘liturgical dramas’ based
on the birth of Christ developed for supporting church, and church promoted them on
several festive occasions beside its normal proceedings. Liturgical plays used religious
spectacles chiefly for their themes. Although church had been the authority to re-establish
drama, soon it was felt that the interest in plays were larger than being restricted merely
under the region of church, or considering it a mere religious activity. Dramatic enterprise
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proliferated. It also entailed the element of comic and variegated outfits. In England, if
we go by the chronology, such religious plays have been valued as the greatest part of
the national tradition and culture.

1.4.3 Interludes, Morality and Mystery Plays

Early theatre also became the precursor of ‘Morality’ and ‘Mystery plays’. In the Morality
plays, people acted as virtues and vices. These plays were written by religious authors
or church clerics. Everyman is regarded as the most popular Morality play till the late
fifteenth century. The Morality plays were based on religious lessons and they developed
naturally. They implied the art of living. They mirrored genuine truth, realism and evoked
pathos. In style and treatment, they were direct and sincere. Between the proceedings
of the church, a new birth of rather short and direct play was acknowledged, called the
‘interludes’. These interludes were also based on the popular themes like the Morality
plays, but they were not allegorical in nature. Most of the times these interludes were
performed to entertain the gentries of the period. These interludes often slipped into
depicting a theme which was not a biblical narrative. Fulgens and Lucres is an example
of such an interlude, but it is quite developed in its plot-construction compared to other
contemporary styles. Interludes had more lively and catching dialogues, less number of
characters, small plot and interesting stories to woo its audience. Specially meant for the
Tudor families, these interludes were the combination of uncouth humour, complicated
action, little instruction where happenings were mostly ‘sudden and unexpected.’ On the
other hand, the English soil was witnessing the production of a new type of drama called
‘Miracle plays’, the newest in growth of its kind. It was a forceful say which paved way
for the modern English drama that culminated into the productions by the University
Wits, Shakespeare, and Jonson. It is surprising and strange how native English drama
that started from the clerics acting in the outer precincts of a church—developed into
Morality, Interludes and Mystery plays—gaining the beauty as well as gaiety of essence,
theme, structure, the dramatic unities into great variety exhibiting pathos, irony, humour
and the art of sublimation in the hands of brilliant playwrights such as Marlowe and
Shakespeare.

The Medieval English drama was a French influence that began with Mystèrde
d’Adam. The duration of such drama was very short. The few surviving specimen of
the Medieval English drama show their excellence and popularity. They are preserved in
four major cycles: Chester, York, Towneley (Wakefield) and Coventry. These plays
were performed during Corpus Christi Festivities. York cycle has the most intactness of
plays that concentrate on the fables from the Bible moralizing the Creation till the
Judgement Day. Artistically they are all different; but they all communicate the sentiments
of the time. Abraham’s sacrifice for Isaac is one such example. These vernacular dramas
include comic and family characters like the way of treating Noah’s spouse as shrew.
Depiction of emotions dominated this period which in consideration to national drama
could be held as the best time in the history for this. This essence of natural pleasure
died when the puritans frowned hard on the society censuring such pleasures which
were against their moral standards. Morality plays which were later development into
these types chose to project abstract vices and virtues as characters like Mankynd
(1470) with the villains — Nought, New-gyse and Nowadays. These dramas were an
amalgamation of both comic and realism. In the late fifteenth-century playEveryman,
Everyman is tested by time and Death summons him to God, the Father of Heaven.
Good deed remains his only friend while all others forsake him. Through his actions the
genuine pathos is evoked mixed with realism and they centrally convey a moral message.
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Check Your Progress

7. What are the chief traits that distinguish one writer from another?

8. Who is considered as the most efficient of the English prose writers before the
Conquest (Norman invasion 1066)?

9. Who were the major Italian writers of the Middle Age?

1.4.4 Theatre during the English Renaissance

John Skelton’s (1463-1529), the educator of Henry VIII, Magnificence indicates how
Good Hope, Perseverance and worthy advice rescue from extravagance. John
Heywood’s The Play of the Weather (1533) with a diffused plot introduces comic
speeches. The two Interludes — ‘Mery Play between the Pardoner and the Frere, the
Curate and Neybour Prattle’ (1520 ) and ‘Johan the Husbande Tyb his Wyfe and Syr
John the Preest’ (1533) — portray effective action, sound plot, comic dialogues and
powerful characters. All these plays embodied actions based on preaching and allegorical
guise. All of them were re-explored and moulded by the genii like Marlowe and
Shakespeare.

In tragedy, moral lessons were themes. Seneca became the role model for the
generation of playwrights in England. The medieval themes were arduously fathomed
and used. Five of the Senecan plays were staged in front of Queen Elizabeth in the Inner
Temple (1559-81). The first tragic playGorboduc (1561) by Thomas Norton and Thomas
Sackville was very successful having a native theme using Senecan treatment. Drama
was taking a more vigourous form as a native production in the plays like The Famous
Victories of Henry the Fifth (1588), The Troublesome Raigne of John, King of
England (1590), King Lear (1594), etc. Many action dramas of the later-half of the
sixteenth-century served as potential materials for Shakespeare. The problem in the
plays sought actions to develop it in the backdrop of native tradition maintaining the
frame adopted from the Roman playwright of the Silver Age, called Seneca.

This development of the solution of problem in a tragic drama was achieved
artfully by the two precursors of Shakespeare, namely Thomas Kyd (1557-1595) and
Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593). The Spanish Tragedy (1587) by Kyd is a brilliant
example of the native English drama where he incorporated elements only acceptable
and natural from the classic pattern. He implanted the use of blank verse which became
Marlowe’s Mighty Line later. The play projects beautiful combination of a well-defined
structure, horror and crime with revenge-motif, powerful characterization, clever
stagecraft and uniformity of theme.

The major dramatist of the Renaissance, Christopher Marlowe, a genius having
wide learning and Cambridge background, leading the generation of the University Wits,
illuminated and extinguished to exit this world prematurely. His achievements are
marvellous and incomparable. His life was controversial and mercurial. He is seen in
league with heresy. In his brief dramatic career of seven years (1587-1592), four major
tragedies namely — Doctor Faustus, (1589 or 1593) The Jew of Malta (1589), Edward
the Second (1592), and Tamburlaine the Great (Part I 1587- Part II 1588) — are the
most renowned ones that he produced. His other plays are Dido, Queen of Carthage
(1586) and The Massacre at Paris (1593). Besides being a playwright, he was also a
poet and translator. Marlowe was an epitome of the Renaissance theatre in England. He
richly contributed to the world of art unlike his contemporaries or the generation of
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artists before him. His generation and the following great dramatists are hugely indebted
to Marlowe for his craftsmanship and indefatigable spirit. He was held as a suspicious
character who was tried and stabbed in mysterious circumstances which could never
seek a clear manifestation of facts or proofs, but among his contemporaries and posterity
of writers, he was beloved and specially regarded a genius.

Marlowe’s plays are hero-based. His heroes thrive with the lust of power and
challenge not even men, but God as well. He was seen an atheist and blasphemous.
Dido was his first play following which Tamburlaine and Tamburlaine the Great were
performed: the story is of a shepherd who rises in power from a Tartar herdsman to a
war-lord who even ‘harnesses his chariot with kings of Asia.’ Marlowe’s heroes are
cruel and overreaching. Tamburlaine’s conquests are outrivalled by none on earth except
Death which overpowers him. There is a similarity between the Morality playEveryman
and Marlowe’s Tamburlaine: both of them are conquered by Death only. The difference
lies in the fact that the former leads his spiritual journey like Bunyan’sPilgrim’s Progress
and the latter challenges all divine powers too before being consumed by Death. With
his convincing plot and its execution, Marlowe immortalised his pen by using blank verse
unparalleled in the entire realm of English drama:

Tamburlaine: What, are the turtles fray’d out of their nests?
Alas, poor fools, must you be first shall feel

The sworn destruction of Damascus?

They know my custom; could they not as well

Have sent ye out as first my milk-white flags,

Through which sweet Mercy threw her gentle beams,

Reflexed them on their disdainful eyes,

As now when fury and incensed hate

Flings slaughtering terror from my coal-black tents

And tells for truth submission comes too late? (Act V, Scene I)

His Jew is also the story of a man who takes heartless revenge upon the city
authorities. Edward the Second is story of the death of the English King who was
ousted by the barons and his wife because of his favours to Gaveston and others in his
state of affairs. The Massacre draws upon the episodes on the Day of Saint Bartholomew
in 1572 which was resented by the English Protestants being the gravest example of
liaison and deception of the Catholics. This theme landed him in permanent trouble.

Marlowe frequently dug and resourced historical facts, and his plays explore
political flaws as well as human flaws in extremes.Massacre was based on a controversial
theme that weighed regal and religious heads to spark a match of suspicion against its
creator: Christopher Marlowe whom they suspected to be a secret agent, the reason
that put Marlowe into perpetual danger.

His ambitious portrayals of heroes saw their supreme power in their fellow
characterisation of Doctor Faustus and his tragic history where the hero seals upon
chronicles of his greed for intensity of earthly power which is unsatiating, combined with
evil, by a misled brilliant theologian Doctor Faustus who meets his damnation in the
hands of Mephistopheles, the demon whom he chooses as his master and controller.
With the beauty of brilliant delineation of characters and a Herculean plot, this tragic
drama also establishes Marlowe’s deft handling of black verse:
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If we say that we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and there

is no truth in us. Why, then, belike we must sin, and so

consequently die:

Ay, we must die an everlasting death.

What doctrine call you this, Che sera, sera,

What will be, shall be. Divinity, adieu!

and,

How am I gutted with conceit of this!

Shall I make spirits fetch me what I please,

Resolve me of all ambiguities,

Perform what desperate enterprise I will?

I’ll have them fly to India for gold,
Ransack the ocean for orient pearl,

And search all corners of the new-found world

For pleasant fruits and princely delicates…..
I’ll make my servile spirits to invent. (Act 1, Scene 1)

Marlowe exploited the classical legends and inspired his contemporaries and future
generation of dramatists. He might have died an unfortunate death, but was loved and
treated an asset throughout the history, and more so, by his contemporaries as well as
later generation of writers.

Where the art of tragedy developed in the hands of Kyd and Marlowe, the revival
of classical literature in the Renaissance England polished the art of comedy, an ancient
art, in the clever delineation of John Lyly (1554-1606) whose novel Eupheus at once
brought him recognition. His dramas are Campaspe (1584), Sapho and Phao (1584),
Galathea (1585), Endimion (1588), Midas (1589), Mother Bombie (1590), Love’s
Metamorphoses (1590) and The Woman in the Moon (1594). Lyly fathomed religious
themes with perfect delicacy in prose, except the last one which is in verse. Lyly furnished
the art of comedy with classical Latin themes, entanglement of plots, farce interspersed
with realism, and allegorical texture of the medial religious plays. His plays were designed
to attract the audience in the court and his skills were best displayed in his use of wit.

Where Lyly’s plays proclaimed one flavour, Robert Greene (1560-1592) attempted
tragedy first in his Alphonsus and Orlando Furioso; but later when he tried comedy,
he was more natural and successful. He wrote Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (1589),
James IV (1591), etc. His gallery of characters were involved in the central action of
romance that he artfully planned. It is true Shakespeare depended heavily on the dramas
of all these University Wits playwrights for his themes. His contemporary Geroge Peele
(1557-1597) wrote Arraignment of Paris, David and Bethsabe, etc. Peele’s comedy
is less articulate than Lyly’s, yet his gift of poetic appropriateness gives his dramas an
exotic exuberance. Like Lyly, his themes were biblical too.

The age of Queen Elizabeth (1562-1603) is a landmark in the history of theatre in
England. Shakespearean tragedy alone holds the foremost place in English letters of all
ages as nothing surpasses it. The Elizabethan stage in the sixteenth-century was studded
with the oft-quoted dramas of William Shakespeare (1564-1616), an actor and shareholder
in the theatre business. As a playwright, his success lies in his qualities which thematically
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encompass ‘loyalty and disloyalty, and their consequences in human life.’ He beautifully
paints human passions, and an uncommon discord between reason and feeling where at
last reason loses its direction and fails. Thus tragedy befalls hard. He describes the
understanding of his art:

And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen
Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A locan habitation and a name. (Act V, I, A Midsummer Night’s Dream)
He was an objective observer of human nature, passions and his characters have

freeplay of their own spirits with natural cadence of development. His characters never
transcend human barriers of good and evil. They exist in a moral world. His plays were
addressed to his contemporary audience and he manipulated his resources best to enrich
the stagecraft. His major tragedies include Hamlet (1603), Macbeth (1611), Othello
(1604), King Lear (1606), Antony and Cleopatra (1606), and Coriolanus (1609).
They were all written between 1600 and 1606. His Richard II (1595), Richard III
(1592), Romeo and Juliet (1597) and Julius Caesar (1599) are excellent historical or
romantic tragedies. His period of tragedy is diluted by his other genres of plays. His
tragedies have powerful diction, poetical outbursts, noble characters each showing a
serious conflict of a soul caught between reason and action and each of his heroes
exhibit a characteristic frailty, or prejudice which leads them to their ultimate doom. The
hero’s action is repentant in the dénouement section.

The action of his heroes decides the destiny of their country too. His tragedies
are deep studies of human psyche and his exquisite poetry embellishes their dialogues in
the finest hues to render them a sublime personality. His tragic hero’s central action and
the portrayal of the world where he moves, affect the entire globe around him. His plays
please different levels of audience. Hamlet, his early tragic drama, is a self-conscious
scholar Prince of the Renaissance (of Denmark) who is bright, of sad temperament and
contemplative. Shakespeare sketches the character of a man caught between his actions
and overdoing of thinking here. Horatio’s speech in this tragedy at the end is full of
power of imagination:

Now cracks a noble heart. Goodnight, sweet prince,

And flights of angels sing thee to thy rest. (V, 2)

Designed successfully for the stage, Othello is the story of a black Venetian
Moor who is too much suspicious of his wife Desdemona, a Venetian dame who marries
a man quite older to her against the wishes of her father. This weakness is well exploited
by the cunning villain Iago, an iconic character in the history of English drama who
manoeuvres this frailty of the hero in such a manner that he kills his wife culminating into
his suicide at the end of the play. And Othello speaks of his misunderstanding which
ends his life:

When you shall these unlucky deeds relate,

Speak of me as I am; nothing extenuate,

Nor set down aught in malice: then must you speak

Of one that loved not wisely but too well;

Of one that not easily jealous, but being wrought

Purplex’d in the extreme. (V, 2)
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The dramatist’s poetry and artistry as a tragedian reach the extreme of excellence
and exquisiteness in Macbeth. Macbeth is an ambitious Scottish General which makes
him fall prey to avarice, lust of power and subsequent murder of King Duncan provoked
by his wife Lady Macbeth, the genesis of the framing of her husband’s unnatural rise
that finally culminates into his death. He becomes the king according to the prophesies
of the three witches. He kills many others to hide the secret of his first crime, while at
last, himself being slained in the battle. His famous soliloquy is eloquent of his feeling of
futility after achievements acquired by wrong manoeuvres:

Life’s but a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage,

And then is heard no more. It is a tale

Told by an idiot, full of sound and fury,

Signifying nothing. (V, 5)

King Lear, the English King and his late tragic play, is about a titular person who
becomes insane after dividing his property into two parts for two of his three daughters
on the basis of their flattery. Later, that unwise decision brings tragic end to all. This is
considered the most mature of his tragedies.

In the period that followed Shakespeare, George Chapman (1559-1634), Beaumont
(1584-1616) and Fletcher (1579-1625) wrote tragedies, but the seventeenth century
dramatists wrote tragedies of excesses and unreal world which partly irritated a certain
sect of audience.

1.4.5 English Comic Plays during Renaissance

Tragedy and comedy are both complimentary to each other as they blend together in
life. And literature is but a just representation of human existence. Shakespearean
comedies are often a blend of seriousness and fun both. All his comedies indicate or
sport, a sober thread in its plot. They often tend to be ironical or satirical about the
elements of life and human nature. Shakespearean comedy has brilliant diction and
songs. Their dialogues are interspersed with metaphors, word play and clever phraseology.
Their major theme is love and pair-romance. Often the characters are disguised or they
change their outward appearance to achieve what they are looking for. There are
obstacles in the path of these lovers which they overcome by their wit, wisdom and
cleverness.

His comedies have a more complex plot with multiple threads looming them into
many sequences untying into a harmonious whole. The characters prove the theme of
moral uprightness and virtues which come true at the end of the story and the evil-
minded characters are made to realise that they have been on a wrong path. All these do
not have a harsh, yet polite way of moulding incidents into a single whole. His plots for
comedies are more twisted and entangled than those of his history or tragic dramas. As
it is in his tragedies that none resembles the other exactly in style or pattern, similar
manners apply to his comedy plays which are all different. Variety of plot styles are
intertwined with exuberant and copious flow of twirls in the structure to keep the audience
excited and waiting for the next moment. Usually, the climax of drama takes place in its
third act and the final scene makes the lovers accept or declare their love for each other.

The characters, most of the times, hide their identity and feign some other name
and role throughout the play cascading into different currents of streams until they meet
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the final sea and reveal themselves to be what they are in reality. Virtue always leads
the play and keeps a watch over cunning as well as deceitful characters. These tricks of
false characters are played in order to avoid the schemes and plotting of the villains. Fun
is mixed with entertainment in true sense in the Shakespearean comedies. For example,
the plot of As You Like It drives all the important characters into the Forest of Arden
where they stay in hidden identities until the cloud of villainy is blown away by the
auspicious wind and everything turns soothing and in favour.

Not only that, his female protagonists are specially clever in his comedies and
tragi-comedies, who by their sheer wit, clever understanding of the facts, precaution,
and wise manipulations of the situation at hand keeping an eye over future—pull the
drama to a perfect completion. His chief comedies are — Twelfth Night, As You Like
It, Love’s Labour’s Lost, The Two Gentlemen of Verona, The Comedy of Errors, The
Taming of the Shrew, A Midsummer Night’s Dream, The Tempest, Much Ado About
Nothing and All’s Well That Ends Well. Shakespeare borrowed his themes frequently
from history but he shaped them with his original genius that turns his art unrivalled and
timeless. All his plays of these three genres use acts and scenes according to the demand
of the structure. Shakespeare experimented with themes, stagecraft, dramatic devices,
plot construction, diction, poetry, characters and at the same time, assorted tradition with
such uniqueness that his dramatic art becomes unquestionable.

He was a keen observer and critic of human nature in all his plays. Theseus in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream says:

Lovers and madmen have such seething brains,

Such shaping fantasies, that apprehend

More than cool reason ever comprehends.

The lunatic, the lover and the poet

Are of imagination all compact:

One sees more devils than vast hell can hold,

That is, the madman: the lover, all as frantic,

Sees Helen’s beauty in a brow of Egypt:
The poet’s eye, in a fine frenzy rolling,
Doth glance from heaven to earth, from earth to heaven;

And as imagination bodies forth

The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen
Turns them to shapes and gives to airy nothing

A local habitation and a name. (V, I)

That is how he perceived and justified all poets. Most of his comedies are placed
under the category of romantic comedies. Away from Shakespeare’s romantic world of
fancifully magnificent and entertaining tales, there was another dramatist in the same
age who wrote comedy vigorously to evolve a new style of drama. Ben Jonson (1573-
1637) was a robust and powerful moralist who aimed his best to reform the classical
comedy in English literature in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. Involved into
professions unlikely to adorn him with the gift of knowledge that he possessed, Jonson
received recognition from both the eminent Universities of England (Oxford and
Cambridge) when he began to act for the English theatre.
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In comedy, Ben Jonson adhered strictly to depict his own age with realism, romance
and to maintain the dramatic action with the three dramatic unities of time, place and
action along with a morally sound theme. He focused on the plot innovation that drama
should have a single scene using a single span of a day. He was held as a person strictly
following the rules of dramatic art:

The laws of time, place, persons, he observeth,

from no needful rule he swerveth.

(Prologue to Volpone)

Jonson did not portray the goodness of life like Shakespeare did: Shakespeare
painted the charming Belmont or Forest of Arden or the playfulness of Puck, but Jonson
acquainted his audience with his days at ‘Bartholomew Fair’ with scoundrels and Thames
side. He propounded the genre Comedy of Humours and his first successful drama was
Every Man in His Humour (1598). Jonson loved following classical methods and his
characters were called ‘humours’ where they will present an aspect of moral nature
throughout the play which is subjected to mockery:

When some one peculiar quality

Doth so possess a man that it doth draw

All his affects, his spirits and his powers

In their confluctions all to run one way,

This may be truly said to be a humour.

(Every Man Out of His Humour, 1599, Quarto 1600)

Jonsonian ‘static’ characters or types potently gripped their audience through
whom he ridiculed at the frailty or weaknesses of the society or human nature. Later on,
when the social corruption due to rise of the bourgeois, affected the life, Jonson became
bitter in his comedies. His outstanding comedies are Volpone, The Silent Woman, The
Alchemist and Bartholomew Fair. The Alchemist presents three characters Subtle,
Face and Doll who are rogues whereas Volpone, or The Fox displays avarice on a
grand scale. The Restoration playwrights took him for their model, and later on, the
master of oratory, the nineteenth century novelist Charles Dickens revived Jonson’s gift
to the English letters. Jonson was an original genius and an extremely learned craftsman.
Among his contemporaries were Philip Massinger (1583-1640), John Ford (1586-1639),
etc with whose work theatre came to be closed during the period of Civil Wars.

1.4.6 English Tragi-Comedies during Renaissance

In literature, the term ‘Tragi-comedy,’ means a play with serious conflict but happy
resolution. There has been no specific definition assigned to the type, however Aristotle
defined this genre of play of serious action ending happily. The Roman dramatist of
comedies, Plautus (254 BC to 184 BC) coined this term in his playAmphitryon where a
character Mercury used ‘tragicomoedia’. Plautus declared:

I will make it a mixture: let it be a tragicomedy. I don’t think it would be
appropriate to make it consistently a comedy, when there are kings and gods in it.
What do you think? Since a slave also has a part in the play, I’ll make it a
tragicomedy.

In the context of England, the concept of tragi-comedy was a romantic play with
no strict regulations to follow the classical unities of time, place or action. It blended all
types of characters both high and low, and captured unbelievable or marvellous action.
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Plays that encompass the shades of tragedy and comedy together, like we have
both of these significant elements in our real lives, are attempted by William Shakespeare
with the dexterity of graceful dramatic art unlike any of his predecessors.  His The
Merchant of Venice (1605) is an excellent example of this art category where Antonio’s
life is saved by clever Portia’s intelligence, or else it would have been a tragedy because
he had to lose his life in the hands of Shylock. His other tragi-comedies include The
Winter’s Tale (1611), Cymbeline (1623), Pericles (1619), The Tempest (1611), The
Two Noble Kinsmen (in collaboration with John Fletcher 1634) andMeasure for Measure
(1604). The last one is labelled as ‘dark comedy’ because it depicts grim action.
Shakespeare’s contemporary Fletcher wrote The Faithfull Shepherdess (1608). The
genre tragi-comedy aimed at no profound action, it presented moderate sentiment,
moderate passion, moderate amusement, pretension of conflicts and happy conclusion.
Together Beaumont and Fletcher composed Phylaster (1610) and A King and No
King (1611). The drama in the decline of the Jacobean Age, was considered obscene. It
was censured by the Puritans and the theatres were closed in 1642 owing to the reaction
of the people.

Check Your Progress

10. List the major tragedies produced by Christopher Marlowe.

11. Name the major tragedies of Shakespeare.

12. Who coined the term tragicomedy?

1.5 DEVELOPMENT OF POETRY IN THE AGE OF
CHAUCER

Poetry comprises various forms, such as odes, epics, mock-epics, lyrics and ballads.
Each genre is written in its own specialized manner. To give deeper meaning and thought
to a poem, poets use certain stylistic, connotative, denotative and figurative devices.
Thus, the study of various forms and aspects of poetry is quintessential to read a poem
deeply. The history of English poetry spans the middle of the seventh century to the
present day. During this period, English poets had written some of the most enduring
poems in Western culture.

During the fourteenth century, the major works of English literature began to
appear. These included the works of Chaucer, who is the most highly-regarded English
poet of the middle ages. He was seen by his contemporaries as a successor to the great
tradition of Virgil and Dante.

Fourteenth-Century England

The most important English author of the fourteenth century was Geoffrey Chaucer
(1343–1400). Known as the Father of English Literature, Chaucer was the first author
who displayed the artistic legitimacy of the vernacular English language. His most popular
book is The Canterbury Tales. He wrote the first recorded association of Valentine’s
Day with romantic love in The Parlement of Foules in 1382.

The fact that there was multi-lingual audience in the fourteenth century is clear
from John Gower’s works. He wrote in various languages such as Latin, Middle English
and Anglo-Norman. Among the many religious works that were written in the fourteenth
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century are those of the Katherine Group and the writings of Julian of Norwich and
Richard Rolle. During the fourteenth century, poetry in English was written in Ireland by
Irish writers. The earliest poems in English by a Welsh poet dates back to 1470.

The initial writings in English, which were in Old English, made their appearance
in the early Middle Ages. The most ancient work that is known to have survived in Old
English is the Hymn of Cædmon. The oral culture is known to have been extremely
popular in the ancient English culture with maximum literary works being written with a
motive of being acted out on stage. Epic poems, therefore, gained great popularity with
several such poems that included Beowulf, surviving to the present day. They exist in
the rich corpus of Anglo-Saxon literature which bear much resemblance to the present
day’s Icelandic, Norwegian, North Frisian and the Northumbrian, and Scots English
dialects of modern English. The earliest dramatic representation in England was in Latin.
It was performed by priests who used it as a means of conveying the truth of the religion
to the illiterate masses.

The twelfth century witnessed the development of a new kind of English, presently
called Middle English. The oldest kind of English literature could be understood by the
readers, although it did need some effort. Middle English lasted till the 1470s. It was at
this time that the Chancery Standard, a kind of London-based English, grew popular and
the printing press standardized the language. Middle English Bible translations, of which
Wycliffe’s Bible is the most notable, helped in establishing English as a literary language.

The most notable Middle English writer was Geoffrey Chaucer. He was active in
developing Middle English in a time when French and Latin were dominant languages.
While court poetry was being written in Latin and Anglo-Norman, Chaucer was writing in
English. The decasyllabic couplet that Chaucer used in most of The Canterbury Tales
later developed into the heroic couplet. The heroic couplet was generally used for epic and
narrative poetry in English. Chaucer was the pioneer in using the iambic pentameter.

The Elizabethan Era was named after the rule of Queen Elizabeth I (1558–1603).
Prior to this, Chaucer had already established English as the language of the literature.
While Chaucer had influenced the fifteenth century poets, the sixteenth century
Renaissance also made English similar to its modern form. The intelligentsia started
considering Chaucer as the modern Homer and a new flowering of poems started. The
fifteenth and sixteenth century poets adopted Italian sonnet forms and composed a large
number of love poems. These poets entertained other subjects like the advice of a father
to a son, opinions on a cheerful life, true joys, tributes to the dead and the kingdom of the
mind, etc., and attempted new meters.

Check Your Progress

13. When was The Parlement of Foules published?

14. State the most ancient work that is known to have survived in Old English.

1.6 DEVELOPMENT OF PROSE IN THE 15TH
CENTURY

The wide range of usage that prose offers, is far greater than what poetry can provide.
Any language’s prose has to proffer the nation’s laws, religious scriptures, political
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proclamations, philosophy, chronicle, sciences, and every other prospect of expression
apart from literary texts. Prose having its own simplified status has far reaching audience
ranging from ordinary to highly educated people. It has less pretentions than poetry: it is
a straight medium of expression. In the fifteenth-century, Latin was the language of the
court and the educated class, but the efforts of the native spirit were those of establishing
English as their national language with dignity. The fifteenth-century, in respect of prolific
production of literature, was barren if we talk about verse. Historically, it was an unstable
time when England was facing wars with France till 1450, the Wars of Roses between
the Houses of Lancaster and York (1455-1485) for the succession, unrest in Ireland
leading to the rebellion of Jack Cade, etc. There were seven kings who vied for throne
in this period: Henry IV (succeeding over Richard II), Henry V, Henry VI succeeded by
Edward IV, Edward V murdered by Richard III, and Henry VII.

By 1453, the Turks took hold of Constantinople, and the Greek scholars fled from
there to seek refuge in the West European nations giving rise to fervid interest of them
into the classical and ancient treasure of learning and literature of Latin and Greek.
These classics were treated as pagan in the Middle Ages. Now these great texts were
revived, read and translated into various European languages to teach the art of living
and become the part of men and their concerns. This movement was named Renaissance
which means ‘Revival of Learning.’ A linked interest with this is named Humanism
which deals with man and his state of affairs. These learnings rekindled human interest
in knowing life which is realism in contrast with the religious and theological explorations
of the Medieval literature. The Renaissance reached England during the reign of King
Henry VII by the end of the fifteenth-century. In the light of this new learning, the
corrupt practices of church were investigated which affected man’s unflinching faith in
religion. The Renaissance taught people to question because they were not blind now,
but learning to be aware of their rights. This quality planted the seeds of the upcoming
movement called the Reformation which established the Protestant Church in the following
sixteenth-century inducing the doctrine of religious freedom.

For poetry in English literature, this period was neither fertile nor ambitious. There
were followers of Geoffrey Chaucer from England and Scotland in poetry; but for prose,
the fifteenth-century stands as a period of remarkable achievements. As English was
slowly gaining the frontstage, so was English prose in literary creation. English language
was still struggling to make way for winning a confident space in the hearts of the
writers because they were afraid if Latin could really give way to English. Under this
uncertain status, endeavours were still made for raising the standards and status of the
native offspring — English. The writers of this age practiced prose which was sincere,
direct, vivid and full of vitality. Instead of pleasure, prose in this age, sought after more
serious reasons. Despite the Lollards and church were under severe conflict, Latin
remained the main language. John Wycliffe used English for some of his tracts, and
Bishop of Saint Asaph, Reginald Peacock wrote The Repressor of over-much Blaming
of the Clergy (1445) for the movement. The Chief Justice for the King Edward IV’s
bench during 1442 to 1460, Sir John Fortescue contributed with hisDifference between
Absolute and Limited Monarchy. This man of law spoke on the politics and constitutional
law in his book which is esteemed the first of its kind. Fifteenth-century was a period of
transition where the medieval values were saying adieux and the new outlook of the
Renaissance, Humanism and intellectualism was dawning fast upon the society.

After Johannes Gutenberg’s invention of printing press in Germany, William Caxton
(1422-1491), himself a translator, established the first press in England in 1476. To enhance
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and spread English, whether it was raising the vocabulary or educating the common
mass, were his chief concerns and purposeful dedication. It was his effort that the
published texts in his press proposed a uniform standard language which broke through
the various dialects which still divided the native sentiments. Chronicles, political treatises,
books on governance, religious philosophies were written. Elyot wrote educational prose.
Books like Castle of Health were published. Tyndale’s translation of the Bible is another
example of lucid and liquid prose. The major prose writers of this century were—Reginald
Peacock, Sir John Fortescue, William Caxton, John Fisher and Sir Thomas Malory.

Peacock’s (1392-1461) The Book of Faith was also his great contribution to this
period. Fortescue (1394-1476), more evident in his delineation of thought unlike long
winding ideas of Peacock, is regarded as a major developer of English prose of the era.
Caxton who learnt the art of printing in Cologne was a vigourous writer himself who
furnished the literary scene with twenty-four translations from various languages like
Latin, French and Dutch — Recuyell of the Historyes of Troye (1471), The Game and
Playe of Chesse (1475), Dictes and Sayenges of the Phylosophers (1477), The
Myrrour of the Worlde (1481), etc. He printed almost all literary texts of his age or
before. Fisher, the Bishop of Rochester, who was put to death by Henry VIII, added
some tracts, sermons and psalms too. His books are distinct for their art of oratory and
ornate prose.

Among the most important of the fifteenth-century prose writers was Sir Thomas
Malory (1405-1471). Le Morte d’ Arthur (Le Morte d’Arthur, written 1469 and printed
1485), the ‘noble and joyous book’ as called by Caxton, is attributed to Malory. This book
is a collection of Arthurian legends, romances and adventures of the Round Table
based on its translation from French. The prose used in it has beauty, elegance and
simplicity which cannot escape any reader:

And thus it passed on from Chandlemass until after Easter, that the month of
May was come, when every lusty heart beginneth to blossom, and to bring
forth fruit; for likewise as herbs and trees bring forth fruit and flourish in
May, in likewise every lusty heart that is in any manner a lover, springeth and
flourisheth in lusty deeds…..call again to their mind old gentleness and old
service, and many kind deeds that were forgotten by negligence.

Malory’s work is regarded much for its delicate and lucid prose which is understood
even by a modern reader: ‘a most pleasant jumble and summary of the legends about
Arthur.’  It also showcases the spirit of medieval chivalry and romance. Malory introduced
the art of dialogues in his narrative which is full of gaiety of class prose. He has made
use of irony and stylish language.

Check Your Progress

15. Name the major prose writers of the 15th century.

16. Who was the most prominent prose writer of the 15th century?
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1.7 ITALIAN AND FRENCH INFLUENCE ON
ENGLISH LITERATURE IN THE 14TH
AND 15TH CENTURIES

Italy has been the seat of art, culture and architecture from years and its influence on
the English literature is colossal. Literature of England has banked heavily on the Italian
poets and writers since Chaucer and this quest did not cease through the cadence of the
history. To English literature, Italian culture and intellectual outbursts remained imitable
and radiant till the sixteenth-century, as the progress of the Italian culture was gradually
waning. Later, Roger Ascham proclaimed:

An Englishman Italianate is the devil incarnate.

The image of the Italian master versifiers or prose writers was still swiftly touching
the English sky during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries while the efforts of the
English littérateurs set up another sky for themselves. Spencer is one such example who
settled himself as glorious as the Italian poet Ariosto. Chaucer has been the first literary
genius who brought Italian influence into his land.

Geoffrey Chaucer, an emissary and favourite to the royal family and relations,
had to travel to Italy and France on various diplomatic occasions. His period of Italian
influence begins in 1371 and ends in 1385. On him, chiefly the impression of Dante,
Petrarch and Boccaccio had been sound. He produced The Parlement of Foules, The
House of Fame, The Legend of Good Women and Troilus and Cressida during this
period. Chaucer believed in saying bitter truth wrapped in humour and his poems are
excellent specimen of lively and immortal art. His Parlement celebrates wedding of
Richard II with Anne of Bohemia which on the other hand looks like the happenings at
the English Parliament. It is a dream poem having style of a parody rhyming as ababbcc
(Chaucerian stanza, later named ryme royal). The House of Fame uses same subject
and style in octosyllabic couplets. His next dream sequence describes nine lives that
were famous—‘Cleopatra, Thisbe, Dido, Hypsipyle and Medea, Lucretia, Ariadne,
Philomela, Phyllis, and Hypermnestra.’ Chaucer used heroic couplets in this poem which
was for the first time used in English. The influence of Boccaccio’s Il Filostrato is
evident on his Troilus and Cressida where the legend of the Trojan prince Troilus’s love
with the Greek girl Cressida, a prisoner in Troy after the Trojan war, is portrayed. Then
their wedding and estrangement take place as the selfish girl is sent to the Greek tents in
exchange of the prisoners during repatriation and she abandons her husband to secure
marriage with the Greek prince Diomedes who helps in her coming back to her land. It
is considered his best work of the period composed in rhyme royal.

Assigned to his last and most mature period’s greatest poem—The Canterbury
Tales is modelled on Boccaccio’s Decameron. These tales are told by nine and twenty
pilgrims with a host on their way to the holy shrine of Thomas à Becket in Canterbury.
Each person had to narrate two tales on their way to the shrine, and two on their return.
But of the original framework, only twenty-four tales and the Prologue are available. All
the assembled pilgrims are from different professions and they spend their night before
their passage at the Tabard Inn in Southwark where the host suggests that they should
avoid the monotony of their journey by sharing experience by relating tales. Chaucer
seems to be inspired by Boccaccio when he uses single framework for varied types of
tales. They are both in prose and verse and through them Chaucer has amusingly thrown
light on the fouteenth-century society and different institutions.
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Chaucer used terza rima inspired by Dante Alighieri’s (1265-1321) Commedia
(1308-1321). The fashion of applying allegorical tales was also under his influence. The
style of narrative poetry in the age was an impression of the Italian art. The effect and
gift of drama, both in Dante and Boccaccio, led to the beauty of narrating a tale in
English literature. Dante has been a great philosopher, poet and political thinker to influence
entire generations of posterity in and outside Italy. He was the initiator of the Renaissance
movement the seat of which was laid in Florence. The English writers imbibed high
techniques and depth of theories of literature from their vast exploration of the Italian
literature. Its evasive influence is evident not only in literature, but on all other aspects of
life too, whether we talk about visual arts, architecture, political philosophies or religious
matters.

Between the centuries 1400 to 1600, England created her own identity and thus
these two centuries are the most important in the history of England. During the reign of
Queen Elizabeth I, the country experienced prosperity and peace inside as well as in
different continents abroad as England had commenced her efforts to bring wealth
home by making colonies. The culture of interpreting art in visual or scripted form seen
in the English writers is also Italian influence.

The three genii of Italy — Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), Petrarch (Francesco
Petrarcha, 1304-1374) and Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375) — founded the base and
made Italian their national language, a status which was given to Latin prior to that.
Dante is the first poet who discussed the style of a writer in a work of art, and later
came up with ‘sweet new style’ and propagated it into his masterpiece ‘Commedia.’
Dante’s humanitarian vision, philosophy and artistic grandeur in his works of art became
frontiers of Renaissance and Reformation in the entire European territories. Petrarch
was an impetus for intellectualism who blended literature with rhetorical finery. His
political ideas were practical. As a poet, his techniques were more intricate, but not as
strong as Dante’s. He was a major force in the movement of Humanism in Italy and his
impact worldwide was enormous and longlasting as an artist. He imitated the traditionally
acknowledged Latin poets and religious masters instead of being part of the Medieval
Scholastic Movement. All the Renaissance writers worked for and brought about
awareness and knowledge which had a foundation in humanity. Petrarch’s famous epic
Africa (written during 1338 after his visit to Rome in 1337), his historical publications,
etc carry out his humanistic ideas. In his Secretum Meum (1342-58) which is an
autobiographical speech meaning Petrarch’s Secret, he puts forward different views
about his cherished ideals. Petrarch’s Canzoniere (1330-1374) which includes literary
genres such as songs, madrigals, sonnets, sestine, ballads, etc introduces to us his
personality in the best manner.

This vernacular collection of poems sings about his beloved Laura and his poetic
search, art and exquisiteness in abundance. Albeit he was considered less moral and
poetical than Dante, his works reverberate and influence his English counterparts, and
the generations to follow profusely. The most important aspect of his poetry is the intricacy
and elaboration of his art. The imitation of Petrarch’s poetry is seen in Chaucer in his
House of Fame and Troilus and Cressida. During his travels to Italy, Chaucer spread
humanism long before the Humanist Movement in England. During fourteenth and
fifteenth-centuries, many scholars from Cambridge and Oxford universities travelled to
Italy inspired by the Italian arts, new humanism and their education. Petrarch’s fame
rose to influence major European nations in his lifetime where for the coming three
centuries Petrarchism dominated Italy, France, England and Spain. His literary forms
were indefatigably imitated and revised, especially his sonnet.
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Humanism was an educational movement throughout Italy during the second half
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Petrarch, the great scholar, was called the
‘Father of Humanism’. He was not a strict disciplinarian like Dante, rather he believed
in the enjoyment of literature. Petrarch was a liberal thinker, a devout who did not
hesitate to refute and reorganize his own thoughts whenever needed. His medium of
philosophical discourse was Latin, but he chose Italian for his poetry. Petrarch’s love for
his muse Laura inspired the sonnets of Wyatt and Surrey, Sir Philip Sidney, Edmund
Spenser, Henry Constable, Samuel Daniel, Drayton, Shakespeare and the Elizabethan
lyricists.

His close friendship with Giovanni Boccaccio was another factor that led not only
the movement of Humanism, but also gave intellectual panorama to their creative genius.
Both of them were great writers. Boccaccio was less ambitious regarding his future
popularity than his friend. His major works are Geneaology, Decameron (1348-52),
Country Songs, The Fates of Illustrious Men, On Famous Women, etc. He had a
great gift for narratives. In his Decameron and the biographies, he has captured the
essentials of realism imbuing them with human passions sketching the life around him.
He also wrote pastoral poetry. His works discuss political, religious and moral aspects of
his society and he remained a notable contributor in exploring Greek texts while establishing
fame of Greek as the language of God. Boccaccio’s works live to illumine pure literary
sense. His Il Filocolo which means ‘Love’s Labour’ (1336); Il Filostrato which means
‘Frustrated by Love’ (1338); ‘Teseida’ which means The Book of Theseus (1340);
Ameto which means Comedy of the Florentie Nymphs (1341-42); and, Fiammetta
(1343), a novel in prose—all embody and employ his classical knowledge. HisDecameron
(1348-53), an ambitious plot containing hundred tales told by ten speakers, both men and
women, within the span of ten days, is full of human passions ranging from amusement
to despair. This became the most pervasive influence on the Renaissance literature
worldwide.

The humble Boccaccio let Petrarch edit his works. He also wrote about Dante’s
life. Writers such as Antonio Pucci, Franco Sacchetti and Andrea da Barberino displayed
irony, realistic descriptions and practical common sense in their prose and verse. The
religious writers and historians of this period were Jacopo Passavanti, Dino Compagni
and Giovanni Villani. The death of Boccaccio caused the end of that fertile period of
reflective verse in Italian literature in the fifteenth-century. The revival of Harace’s
texts, and Aristotle’s Poetics by the early decades of the sixteenth-century added
aesthetics to literature together with humanistic ideals. Meanwhile rhetorical melodies
and songs were being produced by the Italian poets during fifteenth-century. Aristotle’s
dramatic philosophies and art of structuring a drama came to be known to the writers.
Classical concepts combined with humanism, common sense, imagination and rhetoric
were the gift of Italy that swept across Europe, especially France, Spain and England.

The journey of the Renaissance in Italy was massively flavoured by sixteenth-
century Niccolo Machiavelli’s political theories, works by Guicciardini, poems of Ludovico
Ariosto, teachings of Bembo, art of Michelangelo, Berni’s didactic satires, and Torquato
Tasso’s persistent efforts in the shape of poetry to adorn literature of his country. The
visual arts of Leonardo da Vinci (1452-1519), Raphael (1483-1520), and Michelangelo
(1475-1564) were major inspiration and harbinger of the Renaissance in Italy which
resulted in scholars explaining and imitating them in England too. The major English
poets and writers who were influenced by the Renaissance which began in Italy, were
the Elizabethan poets, dramatists, writers and philosophers. The fifteenth-century did
not reap much precious literary fruits as it had done in the era of Chaucer and Langland,
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but there were imitators of Chaucer like Thomas Hoccleve (1368-1450), John Lydgate
(1370-1451), John Skelton (1460-1529), Stephen Hawes (1475-1523) and Alexander
Barclay (1475-1552). They followed the art of Chaucer. Their chief works include De
Regimine Principum, London Lickpenny, The Troy Book, The Siege of Thebes,
The Temple of Glas, The Bouge of Court, Speak Parrot, Why Come Ye Not to
Court, The Book of Philip Sparrow, The Example of Virtue, The Pastime of Pleasure
and Ship of Fools.

Many of them became source of inspiration to the more recognizable generation
of writers to follow next.

Another group was that of the Scottish imitators of Chaucer having James I
(1394-1437), Robert Henryson (1430-1506), William Dunbar (1465-1530), Gawain
Douglas (1474-1522), etc. The poetic styles of the age were adaptations, lament or
elegy, satire, realism, humanism, parody, mock-elegy, allegory, classic eclogue, ballad,
pastoral poem, religious poem and carol. Their famous contributions are King’s Quair
(King’s Book), Testament of Cresseida, Robene and Makyne, The Thistle and the
Rose, The Dance of the Seven Deadly Sins, The Golden Targe, Lament for the
Makers, The Two Married Women and the Widow, The Palace of honour,
King Hart and Eneidos. Their themes were varied—ranging from political allegory to
pastoral love, lamentation to satire, religion to rise of interest in man and his affairs. The
stanza forms of this period were rhyme royal, heroic couplet, ballad metre, etc.

It was the age of ballads and folk-tales which were collected by Bishop Percy
and called ‘Reliques of Ancient Poetry’ (1765). For example, Robin Hood Ballads
categorized as adventurous; historical ballads likeChevy Chase; chivalric or love ballads
like Child Waters, Nut-Brown Maid; ballads that mention domestic tragedy like
Lord Thomas and Fair Annet; and ballads describing supernatural elements like The
Wife of Usher’s Well. The most notable carols of this period are I sing of a maiden,
Mary mother, I am thy Child, etc. Their origin like those of the ballads is uncertain, but
they sing of Christianity melodiously.

The poetic trends of the Elizabethan and the Jacobean Age were mostly dominated
by short beautiful sonnets, elegy, pastoral poems, epic romance, satire, verse-tale, lyric,
etc. It was a rich era for literature and society everyway. By this time, the effect of the
Renaissance was breathed in every intellectual’s soul in England and the society reaped
beneficial results brought by rapid changes in the human outlook and growing wealth
with ever-widening commerce. As a gift of the Renaissance, any classical Latin and
Greek texts were explored, translated in many languages; visual arts were interpreted;
cultural passages were made; Arabic and other cultures were mixed: in short, the world
had a unified tone and every country followed its call. On the whole, the world mirrored
transparently and voices rose in unison to elevate the common man. Intellectuals
frequently crossed borders to learn, understand and produce worthy art. Theatre became
popular and the English Queen promoted art and literature taking undying interest in
them. Tottel’s Miscellany (1557), the first anthology of its kind that contains the most
beautiful lyrics and sonnets of the age, began a new cult and vogue for a common
collection of poems.

Wyatt and Surrey travelled abroad and brought the Petrarchan sonnet to England,
however the latter poet made changes in its form using three quatrains rhyming alternately
with a concluding couplet which was called the English sonnet. The themes were usually
celebration of love like that of Petrarch. Some of them vary in themes such as ‘sweet
content,’ ‘care-charmer sleep,’ etc. It is true, sonnet was an Italian form of poetry practiced
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most ambitiously there, but the English poets of the form were inspired by their French
practitioners Ronsard and Desportes. Their sonnets are a majestic blend of music, thought
and imagination. Like sonnet, lyrics too, made way to England. The Queen herself sang
and played, and the culture of skilled musicians and singers attending taverns, inns, public
places and the court was common. To entertain people was its sole purpose. The playwrights
frequently included songs in their plays for engaging audience better. Elizabethan lyrics
portray fashion, morality, death, love, treachery, court, nature, etc. They are objective,
spontaneous, sweet and marked as best produced in the English language.

Satire, a Roman poetic form, was transmitted into England as a product of
Renaissance. It was a new form of art here as Skelton attempted at it first. As a newborn,
it was yet crude and immature, but we witness its prolific growth during the seventeenth
and eighteenth centuries. Those based on Juvenal’s style were still unpolished and direct,
however those following Horace showed discipline. The satires aim to ridicule human
vices, corrupt practices, imitation of French and Italian fashion, puritans, etc. Among the
sonneteers were Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586), Edmund Spenser (1552-99), Henry
Constable (1562-1613), Samuel Daniel (1562-1619), Michael Drayton (1563-1631) and
William Shakespeare (1564-1616). Sidney and Spenser had been close to the royal lineage
of England. Sidney’s Astrophel and Stella which means ‘Star-lover and Star’ is a long
sequence of sonnets. The form is a blend of Italian and English: abba, abba, cdcd, ee.
Spenser’s Amoretti, eighty-eight in number, is dedicated to his beloved Elizabeth Boyle.
They rhyme as: abab, bcbc, cdcd, ee. He was inspired by Petrarch and Desportes. The
other major publications in this field were Delia, Idea’s Mirror, etc.

The most assiduous sonneteer of this age was William Shakespeare who wrote
hundred and fifty-four dedicated to a man ‘Mr. W. H.’ and a ‘dark lady.’ They are the
best of their kind in the English letters. Shakespeare’s plays too, have the best lyrics in
the language. They are about hundred or more on varied themes that add further glory to
his dignified stature. They are imbued mostly with his comedies or tragi-comedies like
As You Like It, The Merchant of Venice, Much Ado about Nothing, Love’s Labour’s
Lost, Twelfth Night, etc. Beside Shakespeare, John Lyly (1554-1606), Thomas Lodge
(1557-1625), Robert Greene (1558-92), Thomas Campion (1566-1619) and Ben Jonson
(1572-1637) were other renowned lyric poets of the age. Their notable works include
Alexander and Campaspe, Midas, Groatsworth of Wit, A Book of Ayres, Two Books
of Ayres, The Third and Fourth Book of Ayres, The Forest, The Silent Woman,
Underwoods, etc.

The major satirists of the age were George Gascoigne (1525-77), John Donne
(1573-1631), Joseph Hall (1574-1656) and John Marston (1575-1634). The famous satires
belonging to the Elizabethan England are Steele Glas, Virgidemiarum, The Scourge of
Villainy, Metamorphosis of Pygmalion’s Image, etc. John Donne was a prolific writer,
poet and philosopher whose style of poetry created a singular image of English
versification never to appear again in the literature again. Spenser, as a poet, exhibits the
best Renaissance spirit as he tried his hand over all the forms of art passed on to England
during Renaissance. His chief poems are Amoretti, The Spepheardes Calendar,
Astrophel, Epithalamion, Prothalamion, Four Hymns, The Faerie Queene, etc. He
tried poetical forms like pastoral poetry, satire, allegory, epic-romance, sonnets, wedding
songs, and much more. His works breathe the Renaissance and Reformation both: ‘To
the former he owed his interest in life and its pleasures – beauty, love, nature, art,
chivalry; and to the Reformation his lofty ideal of moral and spiritual excellence.’ He
was gifted with the art of narrating a tale, describing or painting a character or scene,
rhetoric, and everything that make a poet perfect, hence he was called ‘the poet’s poet’
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by Lamb. He was indebted to Chaucer for being his inspiration and he left a long trail of
disciples behind him from Shakespeare to Yeats.

It is true, Italy proved its supremacy on the universe by initiating Renaissance and
cultural awareness and sowed the seeds of Humanism, the revival of education and
renunciation of the medieval concept of estimating things. Albeit they eschewed the
medieval way of judging life and society, Petrarch and Boccaccio weighed what was
best in the medieval literature and tried to revive its essence of versification and art of
narration. Renaissance struck Italy, France, Spain, England and Germany most among
the European nations. Italy walked along with the writers of antiquity, and France followed
Italy’s footsteps during the Renaissance. Letters became harbinger of the stepping in
brightness which was to illuminate the entire world, and reconnect it on an intellectual
plane: letters played incantation to the sleeping earth: the Dark Age and the Gothic air
had disappeared letting in a convincing, newly born dawn.

The teachings of Plato and beauty of Petrarch’s verses left their strong impression
on the French Renaissance. Platonic love which was not a concept of sensual pleasure
but idealistic craving for beauty that procured the last destination being the love of the
Creator, impressed the French intellectuals more. France received the Petrarchan sonnet
through Clement Marot. Petrarch’s worship of Laura as a muse was a particular attraction
to the French poets. Marguerite d’Angoulme (1492-1549), herself a writer of importance,
the elder sister and protégé of King Francis I (1515-47), acted intensely in leading France
to the religious Reformation. Franois Rabelais (1494-1553), the most authentic French
prose writer of the first half of the sixteenth-century, produced four books on the history
of Gargantua and Pantagruel. Owing profound inspiration from Erasmus, this great
artist chose humour for his medium of expression for his narrative. The story is of the
giants — the king father and his son. His satire is the true product of the Renaissance
which followed classical principles, and rejected the scholastic tendencies. Here, Rabelais
ridicules formal education and formal religion.

John Calvin (1509-64), the French theologian and radical reformer, was the most
stupendous force who shaped his national language by styling it in earnest brevity, majesty,
idiomatic usage and enrichments. Calvin’s gift to French outshines all if only his styling
this language is considered. Marot, another acquaintance of Marguerite, like Rabelais,
who came to limelight many times for he stood opposed to his religion and supported
Protestantism, was the first sonneteer of France. Marot was skilled in many forms of
literature — translation, satire, comic, versification and religious poems. He adhered to
Humanism. Marot was the most outstanding poet of the age. Other important poets of
the age were Joachim du Bellay 1522-60) and Pierre de Ronsard (1524-85) whobelieved
in the Renaissance spirit which taught to respect and revive vernacular as Italians had
done. They displayed in their works how French was powerful for any expression and
they did not need Greek or Latin to subdue and overpower their mother tongue. They
propagated that the classical texts should be read and fathomed, Italian and Spanish
models should be adopted, but firmly believed that their literature should be texted in
their own tongue.

These two were the most profound voices of this age and Du Bellay produced
sonnets matchless in literature. His influence on the English poets is long-lasting as we
see Spenser paying tribute to him. His subjects were varied: ranging from love to the
transience of human life, or human treachery. Ronsard, the greatest of the Renaissance
French poets, physically unfit being partially deaf, was much regarded in the court, as
well as outside. His learning of the classics shaped his verse both in metre and ideas.



Self-Instructional
Material 33

Literature and
Social History

NOTES

Both he and Du Bellay turned to the sensual pleasures of life in their verse instead of
praising the Platonic love. Ronsard felt deep affinity with Nature. His poetry cases
splendour, simplicity, clarity and high imagination which altogether bestowed upon him a
place to stand out unrivalled until the nineteenth-century.

Among the French writers, those who figure out high during the Renaissance
movement, is Michel de Montaigne (1533-92), an offspring of a rich and urbane family
who had most of the family members sitting in high position in church or the government.
He outshines others as a master of modern essay as a prolific writer. It was he who
coined the word ‘essay’ deriving it from the French ‘essai,’ meaning ‘a short prose
examination of a subject.’ He excelled in this form of art attempting to sketch all the
themes that interested men and his affairs. He wrote travelogues also and had a politically
active career. His essays are embodiment of his journey from impersonal to personal. It
was a period when the dominant characteristics were of fanaticism, dogmatism and
intellectualism where Montaigne did not have any trust, and so he believed in skepticism.

The present dawn was also a matter of distrust to him as he could see how
everything could be easily led by the stormy torrents of human emotions, force and
changing mindset. He accepted religion (Catholicism) only because it had a historical
background. The society in his time was under deep turmoil, upheaval and landslides.
He owned that whatever strife was going on could not have a tangible end or gain. Thus
he stuck to the old values, tradition and customs which had certainty of existence and
were time-tested. Montaigne criticized the widespread corruption in his society. He
spoke about education, law, medicine, self-discipline, humanism and many relevant topics
in his essays. He was a moraliser, and at times, a philosopher.

In England, however effects of the Renaissance continued till the time of Milton
who is considered the most prominent offspring of the Renaissance. The Renaissance
challenged the foundation of concepts which were centuries old, and it introduced many
new outlook and views to judge and weigh life, so that the bases of the customs received
a sever jolt. The ideas of the classics combined with the revelation of science and
discovery of new facts concerning the Earth and life, shook the axes of the previous
concepts. Medical and astrophysical knowledge connected man with his universe in a
different manner after it.

Chaucer’s diplomatic tours to France (1355-70) made him translate Roman de la
Rose (The Romaunt of the Rose or The Romance of the Rose) a mediaeval French
allegory in octosyllabic couplets. His The Book of the Duchess is the result of his
scholarly knowledge of the French contemporary writings. Lines rhyming alternately
with stressed syllables were adapted from France. Chaucer employed the tools of French
dream-poem having features such as the background of spring season, slumber followed
by vision and allegory. It became customary to the age as most of the poems were
written in the same tradition including Langland’s Piers Plowman. Spenser among the
poets, ‘the prince of poets in his time,’ was influenced by his master called Mulcaster
who staunchly supported Du Bellay and the Pliade for the cause of using vernacular.
Both Sidney and Spenser were inspired by their French counterparts in literary writings.
They vouchsafed unshaken faith in the principles of morality and promoted puritanism.
The plays in this period were influenced by the classic Greek dramatists like Aeschylus,
Sophocles, Euripides, Aristophanes and the Romans such as Terence, Platus, Seneca,
etc. Ariosto’s Italian plays were adapted into English. During Renaissance, the influence
of Italy was more pervasive worldwide than any other culture. In England, the effect of
Italian and the classical writers were in copious flow. Any other country’s influence
figured less compared to England if we peep into the pages of the chronicles of this age.
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1.7.1 Humanism Movement

It was an education-based movement during the fourteenth, fifteenth and sixteenth
centuries when the great scholars explored the classical heritage of immeasurable treasure
of Latin and Greek texts and brought them to their respective native lands in their writings,
or ideas, or translations. The defense of purity of language was its pivot. The classical
texts were conveyed to the common people by translating and interpreting them in
vernaculars in course of time as the curiosity of knowledge grew among the explorers.
The movement laid its foothold first in Italy and from there kindled to the other European
nations like a forest fire. The great medieval perfectionists, jurists, theologians and
philosophers like Thomas Aquinas (1225-74), William of Ockham (1287-1347), Duns
Scotus (1286-1308), etc were inspirations for the latter medieval writer philosophers.
They used pure Latin. Latin was an inherent part of the churches, their proceedings and
the universities. The medieval movement of Scholasticism was dominated by the study
of the antiquities at universities. Hence, the origin and development of Humanism: a
quest for restoration of the authentic, original, actual and untampered classical writings
by the preservation of purity of the Latin and Greek languages. The chief exponents of
this movement were Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536), John Colet (1467-1519) and Sir
Thomas More (1478-1535). They were all the pioneers of the Humanist movement
apart from being great educationists, teachers and theologians whose pedantic use of
Latin is noteworthy and precious. They put greatest efforts to bring the veracity of the
Scripture into real life practice: the Bible was their role model. They exposed the negligence
of the Bible by the clergies into their performance of rituals and ceremonies. They
stimulated and fostered educational reform in the society. Besides, they also inspired the
reformist leaders like Martin Luther.

Check Your Progress

17. Who were known as the three genii of Italy?

18. Name the works of Chaucer where he was seen imitating Petrarch’s poetry.
19. Name the chief poems of Edmund Spenser.

1.8 REFORMATION MOVEMENT AND ITS IMPACT
ON LIFE AND LITERATURE

Reformation was a religious movement which meant reforming the society and setting
up of upright ideals into religion. By the time it took place, literacy had spread its wings
to bring all round awareness everywhere. Poets of the fourteenth-century like Chaucer
and Langland had already established the humanitarian outlook of judging art and literature.
In the society, which was full of upheavals, rebellions and wars occurred and the court
and the church were under constant pressure as the vices and corrupt practices had
been uncovered and came to be known to the common mass. The Roman Catholic
Church was not following the doctrines of the Gospel and the educated populace could
comprehend it right then. Literature of this period well holds the malpractices and
fragmenting public faith. The shaken faith in Christianity and the misuse of power by the
Pope and his ministers gave rise to the Protestant Reformation. The foundation of this
movement was laid in Germany in 1517 by Martin Luther, a professor of Theology at the
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University of Wittenberg and an Augustinian priest, whose ideas on Indulgences
(Disputation of Martin Luther on the Power of Efficacy of Indulgences, or 95
Theses) were translated and sent across Germany and the entire Europe by the assistance
of Gutenberg’s printing press. It was an open challenge to the established institution of
Catholicism and instant reactions commenced hereafter.

In England, the church stood apart from the state and monarchy having a certain
bent of mind on the issues of faith blindly following the papacy of Rome and the Roman
Catholic orders, thence the rebellion broke out. People discarded feudalism and supported
nationalism. The Renaissance had already accompanied knowledge to the land which
was driven into each society from one corner of the nation to the other by the help of the
printing press set up by William Caxton where various texts were tirelessly and indigenously
being translated by the scholars in the continent. The passing of the common laws and
dissemination of the Bible throughout the nation not only advanced their literacy rate, but
also strengthened the consciousness about their existence and needs. It was equally a
political, social, cultural and intellectual movement in the entire continent, and the world.

The chief reformers of the period were Martin Luther (1483-1546) from Germany,
John Calvin from France and King Henry VIII (1491-1547) from England. The intellectuals
who questioned the practices of the Roman Catholic Church proceedings were called
heretics or blasphemous. Capital punishment was sentenced to them. But they waged a
war against the monopoly of the Catholic priests and asked them explanations about
their religious practices and rites. They demanded the Pope to re-organize their order of
hierarchy and relocate the power to bring fairness in the procedures. This led to disturbance
and disquiet in the civil society as the movement shook the authority of the Pope. The
Protestant Reformation had begun very early with the lessons of John Wycliffe, but his
rebellion was repressed. In the fifteenth-century when Pope Leo X compelled his cardinals
and priests to organize fund for reconstructing St. Paul’s Cathedral and renovating the
Vatican City, the secular priests opposed this campaign by forbidding the sale of
indulgences. They agreed to it only if they did receive its receipt after purchase.

The Catholic priests proved themselves to be men from God who could guarantee
the extension of people from the Earth into the Heaven if they performed their duties
perfectly according to the words of the church. The people, on the other hand, could see
how the church and the verses of the Bible contradicted each-other. Friar Johann Tetzel’s
concept of marketing indulgences for the sins that were not yet born, or its recompense
for those who had already died, was unwelcome to the already conscious denizens.
Martin Luther, a doctorate in Theology, stood against the idea of indulgences and Pope’s
said authority over purgatory. His book on the corruption in the papacy and his ideas that
made people aware of their rights had been threatening to the powers of the Pope who
summoned him to which Luther refused and requested the German government for his
security. Luther revealed in his letter to the Duke George of Saxony: ‘A common
reformation should be undertaken of the spiritual and temporal states.’ It was this man
who was the chief leader of this movement which was later to bring another religious
order in practice called Protestantism.

Here was the birth of the word ‘Reformation.’ Later, Luther, candid, knowledgeable
and truthful, was considered a heretic because he exposed the dark side of the established
religion Christianity, and its direct porters who thought themselves to be the flag-bearers
of God on Earth. He spoke as if tarnishing their godly image. He laid bare their policies
of excesses and let the people decide their approval or disapproval of it. Luther had
support of a large mass, simultaneously his enemies were also in high numbers. In reply
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to the decree of presenting him to the Pope, or be officially prohibited from participating
into the Sacraments and services of the Christianity, he pleaded to his king again in his
letter ‘An Open Letter to the Christian Nobility of the German Nation Concerning the
Reformation of the Christian State.’ In this pamphlet, he offered many ideas for
reformation such as treating everyone equally whether he would be a clergy, or a common
man; the scriptures need not stay only under the Pope’s authority as they were the
property of everyone; so, their interpretation or reading could be allowed to all. His
revolutionary ideas were kindling fire in people’s mind and there were many angry
protests from different pockets of England in favour of, or against his ideas.

Martin Luther’s guilt according to Desiderius Erasmus (1466-1536), the Dutch
priest and theologian, had been— ‘Two’. ‘He attacked the Pope in his crown and the
monks in their bellies.’ Luther popularized vernaculars and translated the Bible into
German. The Swiss priest Ulrich Zwingli, influenced by Lutherism and Erasmus opposed
the mass and proposed its abolition. He inspired the Swiss to have equal distribution of
power in priesthood. Like all reformers, he also pleaded for the principles of the Bible to
be followed and conformity to the Scripture should be ascertained in all religious practices.
He was part of the evangelical movement. Calvin was a major force in England, France,
Switzerland and most of the European nations that swayed through the surge of
Reformation movement. His major work during this period was ‘Institutes of the Christian
Religion.’ In this way, the religious reform call was very strong in the European nations
during the sixteenth-century.

In England, reformation was led by the king Henry VIII and his endeavours to
divorce his wife Catherine of Aragon as they had no son. Pope Clement VII did not
approve it, to which the king resented putting efforts for the authority of the English
Church to be transferred into his hands. He wanted to remarry and the new bride was
Anne Boleyn, a Protestant lady. King Henry VIII and Cardinal Wolsey tried to prove
that the marriage with Catherine was not lawful as she had been married to his elder
brother King Arthur of Wales and to sleep with the elder brother’s wife was a sin vide
the norms of the Bible. The helplessness of the king was further high as Catherine’s
nephew Charles V connived with the Pope to delay in the hearings and dissolve the
issue finally. Wolsey then, was accused of maintaining the papal administration in England
with a praemunire (1529). Resulting to this, the bureaucracy had a great shuffle and the
reformation of the Parliament under king’s supervision took place.

Thomas More chaired Lord Chancellor in place of Wolsey. Being a devout Catholic,
he maneuvered so that the king must punish those who were radicals and the disciples of
Luther which further endangered his faithful relationship with the monarch. Finding
himself in the lurch, More resigned in 1532 from his office. Bishop John Fisher and Sir
Thomas More were staunch conservatives who opposed any changes in the old order
and invalidated Luther’s works to prove superiority of the Catholic institution. On the
other hand, during 1520s the Catholic devouts discarded William Tyndale’s translation of
the Bible and purchased them from all the corners to set them ablaze. To them, this
spiritual malady had been alarming which traversed through different nooks of Europe
ignited by Martin Luther, a heretic.

To the Roman Catholics, the Protestant Reformation was worse than the plague
that rose in shape of a movement to destroy the system and belief of religion in the
European nations. Those who brought reform supported and propagated the preachings
of the Bible in vernacular, so that all men and women could know them; they did not
believe in following blindly what the Catholic authorities ordered as they did not believe
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in any deviation from the truthfulness of the Scripture; and, the Catholic church still said
that they will provide salvation to people if they fast, stick to Latin prayers, accept
funeral process done by a chantry, and much more. The doctrines of the reformists
were: to stick to the Bible only, to adhere to Christ only, to look for God’s grace only, to
follow the path of faith only, and to look forward to God’s glory only as that should be the
purpose of a Christian life.

The reformists broke monopoly of the church and then many new ways to faith
were born. John Calvin was a great influence to the English reformers who gave the
theory of ‘Predestination’ which stressed on the fact that ‘God adopts some to hope of
life and sentences others to eternal death.’ He said that ‘only a small number, out of an
incalculative multitude, should obtain salvation.’ Calvin’s scholarly findings of the Bible
were disheartening. Meanwhile, the reformists captured the monasteries and the monarch
obtained power over them by selling their stuffs to those who would buy them. The
monks and nuns were expelled from their authorities and compelled to lead a normal
married life. The idols containing bones of notable saints, worthy statues, ornamental
pieces of art in church were demolished.

Latin had replaced vernacular in the religious proceedings and Protestant
congregations or commemorations like Lord’s Supper or Eucharist that were held in
general as religious rites. Miracle gave way to realism. Under the spell of the Catholic
Chancellor More, Henry VIII not only abused Luther, but also attacked, intimidated,
banished, imprisoned and severely punished his followers. However, in order to seek
separation from Catherine and marry Anne, the English monarch changed his views. On
his blaming and charging the entire church community in 1531 having usurped the rights
of the Canon Law from the King of England (Henry VIII), the church authorities placed
their apology for fear of being uprooted and jailed. They donated coffers of £100,000 or
more and a title to the royal head – ‘supreme head of the English Church and clergy’
according to the Christian law. During this time, under the hands of the officials, the
Protestant writings were destroyed. The clash between the followers of the old religious
institution and the new rising one, was incessant.

The wedding between Henry VIII and Catherine was annulled in 1533 and he
married Anne. In 1534 by confirming vows from the members, the parliamentary Act of
Succession came into being giving effects to the new regal dynasty. Sir Thomas More
and Bishop of Rochester declined their consent to it with a small group of supporting
members. Having declared the Act of Supremacy, he took over as the ‘Supreme Head
of the Church in England.’ During 1535-36, other Acts were passed in order to prove
disloyalty of those who resented Henry’s second marriage and they were either beheaded
or put to the gallows. More was one of them. Henry took over the riches of all monasteries
in England and decreed each parish to give a copy of the Bible to its denizens by 1536.

The leading disposition of the Reformation was bold disobedience to the Roman
Catholic institution. King and church were standing against each other. After the
martyrdom of More and Fisher, twenty-five Anabaptists, a sect of Protestantism, were
put to fire in a day being accused of heresy. King Henry VIII took opportunity to persecute
the Protestants and the Roman Catholics both to serve his purpose on different occasions.
Both sects of the followers kept struggling to bury the other’s faith but both of them did
continue to exist simultaneously. In England there were two sects in the Tudor Age:
those who supported the head of the state, the others who gave higher importance to the
religious heads. There were pockes in the North of England where the parishioners
reacted against the royal head suppressing power of their religion (Roman Catholicism),
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and the revolt called ‘Pilgrimage of Grace’ rose. Its leader was Robert Aske who was a
lawyer. From different parts of England its participants arose such as higher officials,
priests, rich people who worked for this rebellion. It grew so much so that the monarch,
the Duke of Norfolk, was obliged to yield to their demands according to which the
monasteries would be restored and replenished again, different regions would be supplied
with proper funds, blasphemous people would be punished and the king would not hear
counsels of his biased officials.

Henry VIII finally arrested them and killed their leader. King Henry VIII kept the
policy of moderateness to please Catholics and Protestants together that at times seemed
cruel for both. Meanwhile Thomas Cromwell, the chief minister of the king, had played
an active role in plaguing the relationship between the king and the papacy, and all the
further parliamentary Acts were passed supported by him to assure the royal head’s rule
over the church. It was Thomas Cranmer, the Archbishop of Canterbury, who helped in
king’s cancellation of marriage to Catherine, the Great. Together Cromwell and Carnmer
put efforts to validate the translation of the Bible. Cranmer, on the other hand, edited the
‘Book of Common Prayer’ (1549-1552-1557), an Anglican guide to communion. Cromwell
was executed in 1540 and with his death, the Reformation movement was hushed for a
period until Henry’s successor, his son Edward VI (1553-58) took to the throne.

Henry did not stop his son to follow the precepts of Protestantism enthusiastically
fearing that the crown will again be put to the mercy of the papacy if he became a
conservative, albeit he himself disliked Protestantism. The entire Europe was thriving
under the spell of this religious revolution: John Calvin’s teachings at Geneva, the
Anabaptists’ radicalism, Martin Bucer’s visit to Cambridge, etc were the specimen of
the warmth of this movement. The young king, a lad himself, saw a family dispute
whose uncle Sir William Paget, the Duke of Somerset, declared himself Lord Protector,
and played with the laws made by Henry VIII (Act of Six Articles). When the Book of
Common Prayer appeared, it became a major point for controversy as it directed the
ways to perform all rituals. Protests were breaking out in various corners of England.
The 1552 edition annulled all the other ways of prayers as illegal including the Catholic
and the Anabaptist ways. With the formation of Forty-Two Articles (1553) and the
advent of the disciples of Calvin in England, the Reformation revolution marked its
positive enforcement following the footsteps of Germany and Switzerland.

The early death of Edward VI in 1553 paved way for Mary I (1553-58) to be the
next successor who was the daughter of Catherine and Henry VIII. The subsequent
five years in the history of English Reformation were intimidating for the Protestants as
Mary was a devout Catholic, married to Philip of Spain, and she turned every corner to
wash the effects of her brother Edward’s labour to unleash the freeplay of Protestantism.
The Catholics were restored to their monasteries and supplanted with their early rights
whereas the Protestant reformers took refuge abroad or hid themselves for fear of
being killed. It was also the ‘Peace of Augsburg’ (1555) which made them return to their
homelands. It was not possible to give back the land that was confiscated from the
monasteries and establish them again as those who purchased them were not ready to
hand them again to the religious authorities. Those who did not follow Catholicism were
burnt as heretics at stake in public. In Smithfield, the close vicinity of Oxford, more than
three hundred such protestors were burnt during her reign lending her the name ‘Bloody
Mary.’ By this decision of hers, she lost public respect because those who died were
ordinary men who had not done any offense to anyone. The influential people who really
backed Protestantism were able to keep themselves alive by various maneuvers, thus
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the Queen was blamed for her prejudice and partiality. The Anabaptists and Evangelical
humanists were radical spiritualists.

In 1558, Elizabeth I took over the kingdom, and during her rule, the obstinacy of
Mary’s reign was completely checked and Protestantism became the major religion in
England. She, in her forty-four year rule, sought a way that pleased both the Conservatives
and the Calvinists. The worship was offered in vernacular and the ‘Book of Common
Prayer’ was revised to suit each religious institution. The 1559 Act of Uniformity brought
stability in the inland religious activities. The outcome of the Reformation Movement
was division of the religious faith into different sects: Catholicism (the old religion) broke
into Protestantism, Evangelism, Calvinism, Methodism, Anglicanism, Anabaptistism,
Presbyterianism, etc. The national churches being divided into different faith were
subjected to growth and it was healthy for the nationalistic fervour that virtually
strengthened England into the status of Great Britain. With the effects of Counter-
Reformation during 1545 and 1563, the Catholic Church assimilating the educated
intellectual Jesuits headed by Ignatius Loyola, Teresa of Avila or their ‘Council of Trent’
became a threat to Protestantism. However, in Elizabeth’s England, there was peace,
prosperity and quiet at home and abroad, and no factions or political unrest was observed.

1.8.1 Literature of the Reformation Era

Literature is the mirror of society through a particular person’s vision: it always reflects,
directly or indirectly, the situation of the social condition, actively or subtly. Ideas of the
radicals, the educational wave brought by the Renaissance and Humanism movements,
the advent of printing press and publication of many texts and translations, the widening
outlook and craving for perpetual betterment — all culminated into ushering a broad,
liberal and humanistic attitude of people in the European nations where the society was
subjected to constant shift or change in their mode of thinking; and thus, in their mode of
life too. The international religious rebellion splashed its own shades on the English soil;
and the intellectuals, thinkers, philosophers, educators, and every sort of citizen chose to
enter into his or her idealistic quest for faith. They all voiced out their emotions in some
way or the other. The laxities into behaviour and proceedings of the Roman Catholic
church and its exponent priests gave them support to ignite and exhibit their insecurity
further. The new religious ideals with Protestantism, and other radical branches of the
Christianity, opened and widened their road to a secured travel; however, to fight against
a traditional religious institution to establish a new faith was a towering task for them, as
it fell hard by persecuting and martyring thousands of them across the globe. Monarchs
changed, and so changed their religious faith from Conservatism to Protestantism, and
this affected people and their opinion. So, the literature of this age is also a medley of
multiple sentiments—from loyal to the rebellious, from conservatives to the liberals,
from humanists to the narrow-minded.

John Wycliffe (1320-84), better known as ‘The Morningstar of the Reformation,’
was the foreseer of this movement as he began the efforts to spread this to people that
adhering to the Bible was the most important deed in life, so the Scripture must reach
every Christian doorstep. He said— ‘Even though there were a hundred popes and
though every mendicant monk were a cardinal, they would be entitled to confidence only
in so far as they accorded with the Bible.’

Not only this, the historical incidents kept dominating the views of the writers of
later generations, too. Among the prose writers, Sir Thomas More (1487-1535), Lord
Chancellor under King Henry VIII and a member of the English Parliament, was the



Self-Instructional
40 Material

Literature and
Social History

NOTES

most prominent. He was a devout Catholic, an author, a man of law, and a great scholar.
His political role was major in the suppression of Protestantism in England to the extent
that he stood as a barricade between the monarch’s cancellation of his first marriage
with his late brother’s wife Catherine. His zealous protest of Martin Luther and devotion
to the conservativeness of Catholicism display his reverence for the tradition and traditional
heritage. He was strictly against William Tyndale’s efforts to interpret the Bible and
make it common to people. He clearly manifested his disagreement for Protestantism in
the writings such as The Defense of the Seven Sacraments (1521).

More believed that these intellectual interpreters of Christianity were misled souls.
Martin Luther’s ideas that Christians cannot attain salvation by the goodness of their
character and purity of deeds, and his audacity to translate the Bible into vernacular—
made Sir Thomas More feel that his nationals should not be misguided by such an errant
and heretic soul. His another work A Dialogue Concerning Heresies (1529) displays
his angry detestation regarding the same sentiments where there is a conversation between
the author and a representative of Protestantism. In this prose work, he has tried to
dissuade his compatriots from embracing the international wave for blasphemous ideals
and not divide their religion or show any distrust in it. He wanted his countrymen to
disregard the new branch of Christianity called Protestantism rather. However, More
rose high in his political career as Henry VIII’s close counsel but the king’s expectations
from him were negated by the man within him who opposed king’s marriage with Anne
Boleyn and the further two parliamentary acts which ensured his execution. His life was
synonymous to his last words — ‘The king’s good servant, but God’s first.’

He was canonized and declared a saint in 1935. Beside his political works, his
early literary works seal on his capability of being a prolific writer and genius whose
contribution to the English prose in the Reformation period is exemplary. Having an
Oxford background, More went on exploring classics in Latin and Greek creating his
own literary identity. His close friend Erasmus had dedicated Praise of Folly to him.
Together these writers translated texts from Latin. More is considered to have authored
the History of King Richard III (1513-18) in Latin and English both: the marvellous
work which inspired the following generation of brilliant writers like Shakespeare. At
Oxford, he was often considered to have been writing comedies.

His most important work Utopia (1515/16), a term coined by him, is a prose-
fiction. It is about an island, an imaginary country, which is ruled by communism and it
has no religion, but reason which governs its society and politics. ‘Utopia’ is a concept
formed by the international currents which rocked the social and political life of Europe.
It is More’s reaction towards those who for the sake of gaining position or fame, chose
to break the public trust off the traditional branch of Christianity. Its story is about a
mysterious tourist whose experience is encapsulated in ‘Utopia’ suggesting that communist
social structure is the best way to life and living. It is the only remedy for a tall human
ego which can mitigate and subdue the deformities spread in the personal as well as
objective and official existence. It is a romantic fiction which imagines a place where
the society has many religions, education that is governed by the ruler, woman’s rights,
divorce, different bases of punishing an offence, euthanasia, etc. The ideals of such a
congenial surrounding placed More very high for his humanitarian outlook. Swift’s
Gulliver’s Travels to some extent, is inspired by More’s Utopia. More created a literary
style which is called utopian romance.

A Frenchman John Calvin (1509-64) was the most influential of the Reformation
crusaders whose revolutionary ideas about Christianity stimulated the movement in Europe,
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America and the entire human communities on Earth. His major work includesInstitutes
of the Christian Religion (1536). Calvin was a sweeping influence in England in the
sixteenth-century Reformation. The Dutch reformer Desiderius Erasmus wrote The
Praise of Folly (1509), an essay in Latin in ‘pure Latin style.’ He was wise in his
opinion as he kept criticizing the ignorances and overindulgences of the Roman Catholic
institution, but he was a loyal Catholic throughout his life. His another works include
Treatise on Preparation For Death and Handbook of a Christian Knight. His oft-
quoted lines from his Treatise are: ‘I believe there are many not absolved by the priest,
not having taken the Eucharist, not having been anointed, not having received Christian
burial, who rest in peace. While many who have had all the rites of the Church and have
been buried next to the alter, have gone to hell…’. He believed in the deeds of a human
being; and also, that to assure salvation was not under a human action or power. It was
only God who could assign a relieved state of composure after demise.

The German reformist Martin Luther’s 95 Theses or The Disputation of Martin
Luther on the Power and Efficacy of Indulgences (1517) which he nailed on the door
of the Castle Church in Wittenberg, was the most significant of the reformist ideas in the
sixteenth-century Europe. John Knox (1513-72) from Scotland wrote The First Blast of
the Trumpet (1558) which has two sequels. It describes the ideas of a person who
played a major role in the reformist movement. Another important text of the era is
Ignatius Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises. He established the Jesuit Order. It talks against
Protestantism. Christopher Marlowe wrote A Passionate Shepherd to His Love. His
dramas are all, in one way as he depicts the rise of a common man to the height of
achievement of power, propagators of the concept of break through the established
notion or institution of the society. The Spanish writer Miguel de Cervantes’s (1547-
1616) novel Don Quixote (1615) established not only a new genre of literature, but kept
inspiring the authors till the Modern Age. Italian political philosopher Niccolx di dei
Machiavelli’s (1469-1527) essay Il Principe (1513/1532) prompted the ideas that ‘end
justifies the means’—the ideas which were adopted by powerful nations throughout the
world and caused many damages to the society.

John Skelton’s satires unfolded the court and the church corruptions in England—
The Bowge of Court, Colin Clout, Speak Parrot, a raillery on Wolsey, Why Come Ye
Not to Court and his The Book of Sparrow. The last is a mock-elegy. His satires are
composed in rhyme royal. He also used a measure he named doggerel. Other poets of
the period were Stephen Hawes (1475-1523), Alexander Barclay (1475-1552), William
Dunbar (1465-1530), Gawain Douglas (1474-1522), etc. The famous forms of poetry
were satire, ballad, romance, dream allegory, etc. Poets during the sixteenth-century
include Sir Philip Sidney (1554-86), Edmund Spenser (1552-99), George Gascoigne (1525-
77), etc. Among dramatists Marlowe (1564-93), however being born after the turbulent
religious persecutions, displays the rebellious behaviour in his dramas. Other famous
authors of the period were Sir Walter Raleigh (1554-1618), Sir Francis Bacon (1561-
1626) and William Shakespeare (1564-1616). In the Puritan Age, John Flavel’s (1627-
1691) Husbandry Spiritualized and Navigation Spiritualized was a religious quest.
He was a Presbyterian minister. Stephen Charnock’s (1628-1680) Discourses upon
the Existence and Attributes of God is another reformist preaching. Jeremiah Burroughs
(1600-1646) was also a Puritan minister who wrote Christ is All in All.

King James I (1566-1625), the Scottish monarch, is known best for his authorized
version of the Bible of 1611. It was a major revolutionary step to translate the Bible into
common man’s speech. It is cited for the most exquisite sample of English prose. The
most exemplary author who used conceit, ‘an extended metaphor that combines two
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vastly unlike ideas into a single idea, often using imagery’ was John Donne (1572-1631).
He was an avid poet, satirist, translator, and preacher. He and his group of poets, namely
George Herbert (1593-1633), Henry Vaughan (1622-95), Richard Crashaw (1612-49),
etc were addressed as the Metaphysical poets. Donne’s poem A Valediction: Forbidding
Mourning, Death, Be Not Proud encase some of his most famous conceits. Another
Puritan Age text A Model of Christian Charity by John Winthrop (1587-1649) is
noteworthy for its reformist spirits. John Milton’s (1608-1674), one of the most
acknowledged genius of all ages, exotic epic Paradise Lost (1667) is admired for its
lyrical ecstasy and reformist ideals till now. This blind poet, translator and pamphleteer
was an everlasting contributor to literature beside writing religious, political and philosophical
manifestos. Another reformist writer of the Puritan Age was John Owen (1616-1683)
who wrote The Death of Death in the Death of Christ, Of the Mortification of Sin
in Believers, etc. He was a leading theologian, educator and reformist of his time. He
sided with the congregational Puritans. Francis Turrentin’s (1623-87) Institutes of
Elenctic; Canons of Dort by Synod of Dort: a reformist doctrine; Westminster Standards,
another doctrine, etc were among the famous reformist texts at the close of the Puritan
Era.

Check Your Progress

20. Who were the chief reformers of the reformation period?

21. What was John Wycliffe known as during the age of Reformation?

22. Who authored History of King Richard III in Latin and English both?

1.9 SUMMARY

 The poetry of Chaucer and his contemporaries is best understood in the context
of the transition in European Society from declining feudalism to an emerging
money economy characterized by the rise of the middle class.

 The intellectual milieu of Chaucer was ultimately controlled by a religious vision
common to medieval culture.

 The Medieval Age was known for the dominating influence of Christianity and
the supremacy of the king.

 According to medieval history it was the kings rather than the popes who appointed
the English bishops, who became Members of Parliament and were among the
monarch’s chief advisers and administrators.

 The Norman style of architecture (primarily in churches) is easily identifiable, for
it is characterized by small windows and doorways that terminate in round-headed
rather than pointed arches.

 Monasteries also served other purposes in the Medieval Age — they were used
as hospitals to nurse sick people, tired travellers were often provided with lodging
and boys were educated here by the monks.

 Women were also a significant part of the Christian life and monasteries in the
Middle Ages. As women could not be ordained as priests, the only role the church
offered them was that of nuns.
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 If the Church and Christian religion had unquestionable authority in the Medieval
Age, then it is also true that there were some dissenting voices that were raised in
this Age.

 One of the significant ones among them was that of John Wycliffe, who in the
fourteenth century unsettled the activities of the English church.

 John Wycliffe, a theologian who taught at Oxford, became distressed by the
worldliness and corruption of the clergy, who were often ignorant, selfish men
with little genuine spirituality.

 English literature made a brilliant beginning with Chaucer. But there came a huge
chasm after that. After his death we enter upon a long barren period in its history.

 Due to the prolonged French wars there was isolation and break of contacts with
France, Italy and other countries of Europe, which had always been a source of
inspiration to writers in England.

 Chaucer was first inspired by his contact with France, and then with Italy.

 Like Chaucer, the writers could no longer derive life or inspiration from these
sources. Isolation resulted in stagnation.

 Middle Age (1200 to 1470) was a period when Modern English was born. It is
also called the Dark Age.

 Usually the decade between fifth to the fifteenth-century is considered as the
Dark Age. It was in this Dark Age that the legendary King Arthur’s stories were
written by Geoffrey of Monmouth, a Welsh cleric.

 During this period, the major writers were not English, but Italian amongst whom
Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374) and Boccaccio
(1313-1375) were the most quotable ones.

 The Renaissance in the European context is deemed as an intellectual rebirth
after the long lasting shroud spread by the Dark Age.

 When the Romans came to England, they set up huge amphitheatres; and certainly,
the plays were being acted in those times. As the Romans left, the culture too
seems to have come to a standstill.

 Early theatre also became the precursor of ‘Morality’ and ‘Mystery plays’. In the
Morality Plays, people acted as virtues and vices. These plays were written by
religious authors or church clerics.

 In tragedy, moral lessons were themes. Seneca became the role model for the
generation of playwrights in England. The medieval themes were arduously
fathomed and used.

 The major dramatist of the Renaissance, Christopher Marlowe, a genius with
Cambridge background, leading the generation of the University Wits, illuminated
and extinguished to exit this world prematurely.

 Marlowe frequently dug and resourced historical facts, and his plays explore
political flaws as well as human flaws in extremes.

 Shakespearean tragedy alone holds the foremost place in English letters of all
ages as nothing surpasses it.

 The Elizabethan stage in the sixteenth-century was studded with the oft-quoted
dramas of William Shakespeare (1564-1616), an actor and shareholder in the
theatre business.
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 Tragedy and comedy are both compliments to each other as they blend together
in life. And literature is but a just representation of human existence.

 Shakespearean comedies are often a blend of seriousness and fun both.

 Jonsonian ‘static’ characters or types potently gripped their audience through
whom he ridiculed at the frailty or weaknesses of the society or human nature.

 The genre tragi-comedy aimed at no profound action, it presented moderate
sentiment, moderate passion, moderate amusement, pretension of conflicts and
happy conclusion.

 Between the centuries 1400 to 1600, England created her own identity and thus
these two centuries are the most important in the history of England.

 During the reign of Queen Elizabeth I, the country experienced prosperity and
peace inside as well as in different continents abroad as England had commenced
her efforts to bring wealth home by making colonies.

 Dante is the first poet who discussed the style of a writer in a work of art, and
later came up with ‘sweet new style’ and propagated it into his masterpiece
Commedia.

 Humanism was an educational movement throughout Italy during the second half
of the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries. Petrarch, the great scholar, was called
the Father of Humanism.

 The poetic trends of the Elizabethan and the Jacobean Age were mostly dominated
by short beautiful sonnets, elegy, pastoral poems, epic romance, satire, verse-tale,
lyric, etc.

 Satire, a Roman poetic form, was transmitted into England as a product of
Renaissance. It was a new form of art here as Skelton attempted at it first.

 As a newborn, it was yet crude and immature, but we witness its prolific growth
during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.

 The major satirists of the age were George Gascoigne (1525-77), John Donne
(1573-1631), Joseph Hall (1574-1656) and John Marston (1575-1634).

 Among the French writers, those who figure out high during the Renaissance
movement, is Michel de Montaigne (1533-92), an offspring of a rich and urbane
family who had most of the family members sitting in high position in church or
the government.

 Reformation was a religious movement which meant reforming the society and
setting up of upright ideals into religion. By the time it took place, literacy had
spread its wings to bring all round awareness everywhere.

 The chief reformers of the period were Martin Luther (1483-1546) from Germany,
John Calvin from France and King Henry VIII (1491-1547) from England.

1.10 KEY TERMS

 Reformation: It is a sixteenth century movement from which the protestant
churches originated. The Reformation is one of the most profound processes of
change in Europe of the sixteenth century.

 Friar: A friar is a member of one of the mendicant orders founded since the
twelfth or thirteenth century; the term distinguishes the mendicants’ itinerant
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apostolic character, exercised broadly under the jurisdiction of a superior general,
from the older monastic orders’ allegiance to a single monastery formalized by
their vow of stability.

 Lollards: The Lollards were a group of anti-clerical English Christians who lived
between the late 1300s and the early 1500s. The Lollards were followers of John
Wycliffe.

 Humanism: Humanism is a philosophical and ethical stance that emphasizes the
value and agency of human beings, individually and collectively, and generally
prefers critical thinking and evidence (rationalism, empiricism) over acceptance
of dogma or superstition.

1.11 ANSWERS TO ‘CHECK YOUR PROGRESS’

1. Chaucer divided the conventional society into three conventional estates — the
knight (nobility), the working man (the third estate) and the ecclesiastic (the church).

2. Parishes were geographical units and people irrespective of their gender and
class were expected to worship regularly in their own parish church unless they
were travelling.

3. Monasteries served some other secondary purposes in the Medieval Age — they
were used as hospitals to nurse sick people, tired travellers were often provided
with lodging and boys were educated here by the monks.

4. Friars played a major role in the medieval British churches. Not bound to reside in
a monastery, as were the monks, and not allowed to own individual property, the
friars wandered the country, preaching and teaching. Sometimes caricatured as
jolly vagabonds, like Friar Tuck in the Robin Hood legend, they were often popular
preachers who interacted with ordinary people more easily than did members of
the established ecclesiastical hierarchy.

5. The poetry of the 15th century was divided into two classes:

 Courtly, official or Chaucerian poetry

 Popular poetry, following native  tradition

6. Caxton set up the printing press in the year 1476.

7. The chief traits that distinguish one writer from another are their personal styles,
choice of subject, mode of representation, form of literature, his or her mastery in
dealing with techniques of that specific form, innovations, language, and much
more.

8. Ôlfric (955-1025) is held as the most efficient of the English prose writers before
the Conquest (Norman invasion 1066).

9. Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), Francesco Petrarch (1304-1374) and Boccaccio
(1313-1375) were the major Italian writers of the Middle Age.

10. Four major tragedies namely — Doctor Faustus, (1589 or 1593) The Jew of
Malta (1589), Edward the Second (1592), and Tamburlaine the Great (Part I
1587- Part II 1588) are the most renowned tragedies of Christopher Marlowe.

11. The major tragedies of Shakespeare include Hamlet (1603), Macbeth (1611),
Othello (1604), King Lear (1606), Antony and Cleopatra (1606), and Coriolanus
(1609).
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12. The Roman dramatist of comedies, Plautus (254 BC to 184 BC) coined the term
‘tragicomedy’ in his play Amphitryon where a character Mercury used
‘tragicomoedia’.

13. The Parlement of Foules was published in 1382.

14. The most ancient work that is known to have survived in Old English is theHymn
of Cædmon.

15. The major prose writers of the 15th century were—Reginald Peacock, Sir John
Fortescue, William Caxton, John Fisher and Sir Thomas Malory.

16. Among the most prominent of the fifteenth-century prose writers was Sir Thomas
Malory (1405-1471).

17. The three genii of Italy were Dante Alighieri (1265-1321), Petrarch (Francesco
Petrarcha, 1304-1374) and Giovanni Boccaccio (1313-1375). They founded the
base and made Italian their national language, a status which was given to Latin
prior to that.

18. The imitation of Petrarch’s poetry is seen in Chaucer’s House of Fame and
Troilus and Cressida.

19. The chief poems of Edmund Spenser are Amoretti, The Shepheardes Calendar,
Astrophel, Epithalamion, Prothalamion, Four Hymns, and The Faerie Queene.

20. The chief reformers of the reformation period were Martin Luther (1483-1546)
from Germany, John Calvin from France and King Henry VIII (1491-1547) from
England.

21. John Wycliffe (1320-84), was known as ‘The Morningstar of the Reformation,’
during the Reformation period.

22. Thomas More is considered to have authored the History of King Richard III
(1513-18) in Latin and English both.

1.12 QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

Short-Answer Questions

1. State in brief Marlowe’s achievement as a Renaissance dramatist.
2. Write a short note on the rise of English theatre during the Renaissance.

3. Who was the leader for the Lollardy Movement? What was the reason of conflict?

4. What roles did people play in the Morality plays?

5. How did the classical texts spread into the world?

6. What is the meaning of ‘Renaissance’? State some important texts of the
Renaissance.

Long-Answer Questions

1. How did the Reformation affect the literature of the period? Explain.

2. Discuss the impact of Italy and France on English literature during the Renaissance.

3. How did comedy flourish during the Renaissance in England? Discuss.
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4. Discuss the decline of poetry after the age of Chaucer.

5. Analyse the development of theatre during the English Renaissance.
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2.0 INTRODUCTION

Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales is a frame story, or a story within another
story. In the General Prologue, we get an idea of the framework of the plot, which
helps weave each tale together: A group of pilgrims come across each other at the
Tabard Inn the night before their trek to the shrine of Thomas Becket at Canterbury
Cathedral. In this collection of stories, Chaucer has portrayed his characters as influential
and corrupt people who represent the gentry, Church and various professionals. The
women have generally been portrayed as manipulative, deceitful and mostly immoral.
The worst of Chaucer’s characters are the ones who are actually associated with the
Church. This was taken as a direct attack on the Church since it was the only powerful
body in Medieval Europe.

William Langland is reckoned as one of the most famous authors from the Middle
English period of literature due to his work on alliterative poetry. Piers Plowman is a
sequence of pursuits, a quest for answers as the dream narrator Will moves from authority
to authority. Nevertheless, the object of the search changes as the poem proceeds. First,
the search is for what is anticipated of the Christian living in the world, then its object
becomes truth and salvation, and this changes into a search for Dowel, Dobet and
Dobest (that is, do well, do better, and do best), which becomes in turn a vision of Faith,
Hope, and Charity, which at length returns the dreamer to the human world. The poem
concludes making the point clear: The Christian quest for salvation is never ending.

Although Le Morte d’Arthur is unanimously acknowledged as a magnum opus
of imaginative literature, much mystery surrounds the identity of the author (that is,
several Sir Thomas Malory’s existed in the fifteenth century who actually wrote it) that
any one definitive account seems indiscreet.
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In this unit, you will get acquainted with The General Prologue to the Canterbury
Tales and Knight’s Tale by Geoffery Chaucer, Piers Plowman by William Langland
and Le Morte d’ Arthur by Sir Thomas Malory.

2.1 UNIT OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to:

 Analyse The General Prologue to the Canterbury Tales and Knight’s Tale by
Geoffery Chaucer

 Examine Piers Plowman by William Langland as a later fourteenth century
alliterative literature

 Describe Le Morte d’ Arthur by Sir Thomas Malory as the first prose fiction of
English Literature

2.2 GEOFFREY CHAUCER: THE GENERAL
PROLOGUE TO THE CANTERBURY TALES

Geoffrey Chaucer (1343–1400), one of the greatest poets of the Middle Ages, is known
as the Father of English literature. Chaucer was active in developing Middle English at
a time when French and Latin were dominant languages in use. While court poetry was
being written in Latin and Anglo-Norman, Chaucer was writing in English. The
decasyllabic couplet that Chaucer used in most ofThe Canterbury Tales later developed
into the heroic couplet. The heroic couplet was generally used for epic and narrative
poetry in English. Chaucer was the pioneer in using the iambic pentameter.

Fig 2.1 Geoffrey Chaucer

The Elizabethan Era was named after the rule of Queen Elizabeth I (1558–1603).
Prior to this, Chaucer had already established English as the language of the literature.
While Chaucer had influenced the fifteenth century poets, the sixteenth century
Renaissance also made English similar to its modern form. The intelligentsia started
considering Chaucer as the modern Homer and a new flowering of poems started.
The  fifteenth and sixteenth century poets adopted the Italian sonnet forms and composed
a large number of love poems. These poets entertained other subjects like the advice of
a father to a son, opinions on a cheerful life, true joys, tributes to the dead and the
kingdom of the mind and attempted new meters.
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Geoffrey Chaucer was born in London, circa 1343. His parents were John Chaucer
and Agnes Copton. His father was a wealthy wine merchant and second-in-command
to the King’s butler. With the help of the links that his father possessed, Geoffrey held
many positions early in his life, such as:

 A noblewoman’s page
 A courtier

 A diplomat

 A civil servant

 A government collector of scrap metal

There are no authoritarian records of his early life and learning. However, it can
be supposed from his works that he had knowledge of French, Latin and Italian languages.
Chaucer also participated in and was taken captive in the Hundred Years’ War in 1359.
In 1360, he was released after King Edward III provided a rescue fee. In 1366, Chaucer
married a lady-in-waiting to the Queen, named Philipa de Roet. He was awarded a
lifetime retirement fund by the king the next year. Chaucer became an ambassador to
countries like Italy. On one such trip, he came across Dante, Petrarch and Boccaccio
whose work ultimately influenced his later writings. Chaucer’s early works like Saint
Cecilia and The Romaunt of the Rose were considerably influenced by French love
poetry. The Romaunt of the Rose became the Second Nun’s Tale in The Canterbury
Tales. Chaucer’s transitional works like Anelida and Arcite, The Parlement of Foules
and Troilus and Criseyde were composed around 1374 when his Italian connection
began. Chaucer ultimately settled down in Kent and was chosen as the Member of
Parliament and Justice of Peace in 1386. His wife passed away in 1387.

This phase saw an unprecedented artistic streak in him which began with the
inscription of The General Prologue of the Canterbury Tales. He worked on this
literary benchmark till his death in 1400. Chaucer’s tales, presented with humour and
general insight, present archetypes of the late-medieval English civilization. According
to Ralph Waldo Emerson, the US poet and essayist, in his essay ‘The Poet’ in 1844,
‘...The rich poets, such as Homer, Chaucer, Shakespeare and Raphael, have obviously
no limits to their works, except the limits of their lifetime, and resemble a mirror carried
through the street, ready to render an image of every created thing.’

Chaucer died on 25 October 1400 and was buried at the entry of the chapel of St.
Benedict in South Transept. Since then, about thirty poets comprising Dryden, Hardy,
Jonson and Kipling have been buried here and more than fifty others have been
memorialized. Chaucer, thereby, started the tradition of the ‘Poets’ Corner’ in Abbey.

2.2.1 Chaucer’s Characters—An Outline

The Canterbury Tales is a frame story, or rather, stories within a story. Chaucer informs
us, within the Prologue, about the framework of the plot. A few pilgrims get together in
the Tabard Inn on their way to the shrine of Thomas Becket at Canterbury Cathedral.
Harry Bailey, the innkeeper, suggests that the pilgrims narrate a story on their onward
and return journey to pass time as well as entertain each other. He will judge the stories
and the best story will get a free feast from others. All agree to the suggestion and the
tales begin.
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Chaucer’s characters are extremely fascinating and life-like. In The Canterbury
Tales, we come across dishonest people like the merchant, the foul-mouthed miller and
the reeve (senior government official). The reeve proves to be a thief, the merchant is
about to go bankrupt and the miller cheats his customers while weighing the grains.
Chaucer clearly shows his contempt for people who deceive the poor in daily life. We
also get introduced to professionals like a greedy doctor who, with his minimal idea of
healing, has been cheating his patients; while a lawyer, a boring person, is taken on by his
uneducated manciple (a manciple is in charge of buying and storing grains for an
institution).

Chaucer has portrayed those associated with the church as the worst characters.
In medieval Europe, the Catholic Church was the seat of power, and as is evident, with
power comes corruption. His strong characterization exposes the wickedness of these
ecclesiastics. We meet a monk who is richer than merchants; a friar who seduces young
girls; a pardoner who charges people money against pardons; a summoner who is immoral
and a nun who disobeys the church.

What comes as a respite is that not all the characters we come across are evil.
The priest and his brother, the plowman, are religious, poor yet upright. Both share a
deep concern for the well-being of their fellow human beings. The Oxford Cleric, one
more ‘good guy’, is a poor student. He loves reading and helps others in their studies.
Chaucer summarizes his persona by stating, ‘Gladly would he learn, and gladly teach.’ It
is also evident that the author has profound regard for the old Knight, an honest warrior
who values his horse and his weapons more than other possession.

The character, who is closest to reality, is the Wife of Bath. She is a widow from
the city of Bath who is neither all good nor all bad. She has had five marriages and is
possibly on the trip in search of her sixth husband. She’s rich, humorous, romantic,
prejudiced and is considerably wise about the ways of love. Chaucer appears to have a
healthy regard for women, despite the misogynistic age.

Chaucer also displays his sense of humour by making comments on the lack of
hygiene during the period by drawing the character of a cook named Roger. Poor Roger
has an ulcer on his knee from which a thick white fluid oozes. Immediately after he
reveals this reality to the readers, Chaucer makes a mention that this cook is popular for
his blancmange, a chicken dish prepared from a thick white sauce.

The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales is an amazing work of literature. It is
interesting, humorous and full of social commentary. It gives readers a factual insight
into the culture of the Middle Ages. Its themes of love, power, lust, greed, compassion,
courage and corruption are eternal. Meeting the pilgrims brings about a realization to the
readers that the heart and soul of mankind remain the same over the centuries.

2.2.2 General Prologue

The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales marks the attainment of Chaucer’s ripeness as
a poet. It is one of the most important pieces of literature ever written. Chaucer takes us
on a beautiful journey through the medieval civilization of England, as we keep coming
across the colourful characters. By using these interesting characters, the author highlights
the controversial issues of the age.

A master or a frame story, The Canterbury Tales contains one story in another.
We are informed of the plot in the Prologue which actually weaves all the tales together
and presents an assemblage of the various characters portrayed. These characters are
undertaking a journey to Thomas Becket’s shrine at the Canterbury Cathedral.
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Whan that Aprille with his shoures soote

The droghte of March hath perced to the roote . . .

The Prologue begins with a wonderful representation of the arrival of spring.
The narrator gives an account of the April rains, the blossoming flowers and leaves, and
the tweeting birds. During this season, according to the poet, people feel a strong urge to
start on a pilgrimage. Many choose to take on a voyage to Canterbury for visiting the
shrine of Saint Thomas Becket in Canterbury Cathedral. They wish to thank the sufferer
for the help they received. The narrator informs us that as he made preparations to
embark upon one such pilgrimage, lodging at an inn in Southwark called the Tabard Inn,
wherein a huge group of twenty-nine travellers entered. They were a dissimilar group
who, like the narrator, were going to Canterbury. They voluntarily agreed to let him go
with them. That night, the assemblage slept at the Tabard Inn, and got up in the early
hours the following morning to start their voyage. Before going on with the story, the
narrator discloses his purpose to list and portray every individual member of the
assemblage.

Knight

The narrator starts the portrayal of his character with the Knight.

A Knight ther was, and that a worthy man,

That fro the tyme that he first bigan

To ryden out, he loved chivalrye,

Trouthe and honour, fredom and curteisye.

As seen from the narrator’s eyes, the Knight is the noblest of all the pilgrims. He
embodies military know-how, loyalty, honour, open-handedness and the right etiquettes.
The Knight’s behaviour is polite and mild in fashion. He is never impolite with anyone
and shows greatest courtesy to all. He is a well-bred gentleman, and has won several
combats.

At Alisaundre he was, whan it was wonne;

Ful ofte tyme he hadde the bord bigonne…
The Knight’s son, who is also travelling with his father, is approximately twenty

years old, and acts as his father’s squire or apprentice.
With him ther was his sone, a yong Squyer,

A lovyer, and a lusty bacheler,

With lokkes crulle, as they were leyd in presse.

The young Squire was a valiant soldier, but he is also addicted to love. He was a
well-built young man, with curly hair and dressed in an outfit embroidered with elegant
flowers. He thinks of his courtly love and wants to impress the lady through his prowess
in battle. He can sing, play the flute, draw and ride a fine horse. He cannot sleep at night
as his love is fervent and passionate. He has the abilities to ride a fine horse, draw, play
the flute and sing. He carries out all his duties towards his father (portrayed through the
carving of meat for his father) as every son should. The Knight and the Squire are
travelling with a freeborn servant, called a Knight’s Yoeman.

A Yeman hadde he, and servaunts namo

At that tyme, for him liste ryde so;

And he was clad in cote and hood of grene;
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The Yeoman is dressed in green from top to bottom. He is known to carry a huge
bow and beautifully feathered arrows, besides a sword and small shield. His gear and
attire give suggestions of his being a forester.

Prioress

The narrator now goes on to give an account of the Prioress, that is, Madame Eglantine.
The Prioress wishes to imitate the manners of the court though she does not belong to it.
She goes to enormous extent to eat her food in a delicate style. She picks up food from
the table in a subtle manner, and swabs her lips clean of grease prior to drinking from her
cup. She is smooth at speaking French, but speaks it with a local English accent. She
demonstrates great sympathy towards animals, which is disclosed by the fact that she
cries on seeing a mouse entrapped and gives her dogs roasted meat and milk to eat. The
narrator finds her features beautiful, including her wide temple. On her arm she carries
a set of prayer beads. A gold brooch hangs from another arm, on which Latin words are
written, which when interpreted denote ‘Love Conquers All’. She has one more nun and
three priests with her.

Monk

The subsequent pilgrim to be portrayed by the narrator is the Monk. He is fond of
hunting and has a lot of horses. He is very handsome too. He is a proverbial charismatic
leader riding in front of the followers at his monastery where he takes care of its trade
with the outside world. His horse’s bridle can be heard clearly jingling in the wind like a
church bell. His ideas that the rule of his monastic order disheartens monks from engaging
in functions such as hunting makes him dismiss such customs as valueless. The narrator
agrees with the Monk as to why the Monk should drive himself wild with study or
manual labour. The Monk looks like a fat, hairless and well-dressed wealthy Lord.

A monk ther was, a fair for the maistrie,

An outridere, that lovede venerie,

A manly man, to been an abbot able.

Ful many a deyntee hors hadde he in stable,

And whan he rood, men myghte his brydel heere

Gynglen in a whistlynge wynd als cleere

And eek as loude as dooth the chapel belle.

Friar

The narrator now goes on to describe the Friar. According to the religious order, he is
believed to survive by begging alms from citizens. He is a cheerful, well-spoken and
socially pleasing person. He also listens to people’s confessions and arranges for simple
penance from people who pay a hefty amount for absolving their sins. He concurs that
donating money to Friars is also a true and tested way to penance.

A frere ther was, a wantowne and a merye,

A lymytour, a ful solempne man.

In alle the ordres foure is noon that kan

So muchel of daliaunce and fair langage.

He hadde maad ful many a mariage

Of yonge wommen at his owene cost.
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Unto his ordre he was a noble post.

Ful wel biloved and famulier was he

With frankeleyns over al in his contree,

And eek with worthy wommen of the toun;

For he hadde power of confessioun,

As seyde hymself, moore than a curat,

For of his ordre he was licenciat.

Ful swetely herde he confessioun,

And plesaunt was his absolucioun.

He makes himself admired by the innkeepers and barmaids who can give him
foodstuff and drink. To tramps and lepers, he pays no notice as they cannot help him on
his fraternal order. In spite of his vow of scarcity, his extracted contributions permit him
to dress richly and live fairly cheerfully.

The Merchant talks constantly about his incomes. He is dressed attractively in
suave boots and imported fur hat. Though the Merchant is fast approaching bankruptcy,
he covers up his borrowings with his flamboyant attitude. A ragged and thin student from
Oxford arrives after the Merchant. He is an avid reader and seems to consume books in
place of food. A powerful and corrupt lawyer enters the inn next. He can prepare
faultless legal papers as he is intelligent. He pretends to be busier than he actually is and
is always full of activity.

Analysis

The personalities portrayed in The Canterbury Tales are real, and not cardboard
characters out of similar moulds. Many of these characters seem conscious of their
roles and go right ahead to redefine and change these roles. For example, though the
Squire wants to don his father’s hat, he is more enthusiastic about courtly love than
crusades. The Prioress, a nun, emulates a court lady in her mannerisms. These show
that the characters have a mind of their own and do not always adhere to social customs.
The characters like the Monk and Friar are talented enough to lead corrupted and deceitful
lives. The narrator describes the characters in vivid terms, promoting him or her as an
exception to the kind. This apparently naïve stance of the narrator brings forth dissimilar
ironies in the Prologue. The reader can distinguish between the personalities, though it
is unclear to what extent the narrator was being sarcastic. The narrator’s personality is
a complex one. This has been portrayed when he inserts his own version of the Monk’s
personality into his actual self. More often than not, however, the narrator’s views are
subtle and soft.

Knight, the Squire and the Yeoman

The Knight has been portrayed as a person who has participated in crusades all over the
world. He not only worships ideals like truth, chivalry, honour, freedom and courtesy but
also ‘loves them’. He is virtuous as he chases these models consciously. The Knight is
an excellent warrior and plans his actions amongst people well. He exudes humility and
not vain glory. While the narrator describes the Knight through explanations of his valour
and courage, his son, the Squire has been described in terms of his physical beauty and
aesthetic appearance. He is more interested in displaying his courtly love for his lady
rather than participating in crusades. He grooms and dresses himself carefully; sings
and plays his flute. He does not sleep at night due to his irresistible love. The Squire has
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picked up all his mannerisms from the modern times and present civilization. The narrator
restricts himself to describing the physical aspects of the Yeoman, the Knight’s servant,
who is quite well-attired for a person in his rank. He makes a conscious attempt at
looking like a forester.

Prioress, the Monk and the Friar

The accounts of the Monk, the Friar and the Prioress bring out the subtle but strong
sarcasm from Chaucer. The Prioress imitates the mannerisms of a royal woman and
Chaucer dwells mostly on her physical beauty more than her spiritual characteristics.
Her wide forehead and her dainty manners have been dealt in great detail. The Prioress
wears a bracelet with a quotation of courtly love: ‘Love Conquers All’ written on it. So,
the entire depiction of the Prioress has been more physical than spiritual. He seems
enthralled by her mannerisms, as he describes her smiling, singing, French-speaking,
eating and drinking. He subtly moves to a deliberation of her ‘conscience’, but his choice
to exemplify her great sympathy by concentrating on the manner she treats her pets and
responds to a mouse is almost certainly tongue-in-cheek. The Prioress appears as a
very sensibly portrayed human being, but she appears rather lacking as a spiritual figure.
More than an individual responsibility, the Prioress’ loyalty to courteous love shows the
universal appeal and power of the courtly love custom during Chaucer’s time. All through
the The Canterbury Tales, Chaucer seems to question the fame of courteous love in his
contemporary England and to emphasize the disagreements between courteous love
and Christianity. The narrator’s admiration for the gaudy image of the Monk, where he
is said to be jingling as loud as a church bell, is equally sarcastic, even not more. The
Monk has been portrayed in the likes of the noble rather than a cleric. This is painfully
ironic as the Monk is far away from the ecclesiastic practices his order professes.

The Friar also does not follow the orders of the Church. St. Francis who begged
for alms and donated the same among lepers and beggars, considered the role model for
Friars. This Friar that Chaucer describes only has contempt and scorn for beggars and
lepers. The Friar also takes advantages of his position and exploits corrupt people in the
name of salvation.

The account of his activities implies that he gives simple compensation in order to
get additional money, so that he can live lavishly. Like the Monk, the Friar is prepared
with good reason for his reinterpretation of his role: tramps and lepers cannot help the
Church, and giving money is a sure symbol of repentance. The narrator powerfully hints
that the Friar is lecherous as well as greedy. The indication that he arranged many
marriages at his own cost proposes that he established husbands for young women
whom he had made pregnant.

Merchant, the Clerk and the Man of Law

The Merchant, the Clerk and the Man of Law typify three specialized types. Though the
narrator bravely keeps up the charade of praising everybody, the Merchant obviously
taxes his aptitude to do so. The Merchant is in amount overdue; it seems that a regular
occurrence and his hypothetical deftness at hiding his indebtedness is underlined by the
information that even the narrator knows about it. Although the narrator would like to
praise him, the Merchant has not even told the group his name. Then the tattered Clerk
materializes noticeably oblivious to worldly concerns. However, the final reason of his
study is not clear. The Man of Law deviates piercingly with the Clerk in that he has used
his studies for financial gain.
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The white-bearded Franklin is a wealthy farmer, possessed of earths but not of
dignified birth. His principal feature is his fascination with food, which is so plentiful in
his house that it seemed to snow meat and drink. The narrator then explains the five
Guildsmen, all artisans. They are completely clad in the racing colours, or uniform of
their association. The narrator praises their shining clothes and mentions that each of
them is robust enough to be a city bureaucrat. With them is their clever Cook, whom
Chaucer would have a high regard but for the ulcer on his skin. The hardy Shipman
wears a blade on a cord around his scruff. When he is on his ship, he pilfers wine from
the merchant while the latter sleeps off.

The taffeta-clad Physician bases his practice of medicine and surgery on
methodical information of astronomy and the four humours (the four humours are black
bile, yellow bile, phlegm and blood, the imbalance of which have been believed to be the
cause of all diseases in Greek and Roman physiology). He has a fine system with his
apothecaries, since they help each other in making money. He is conscious of antique
and contemporary medical authorities, but reads little Scripture. He is rather careful, and
the narrator jokes that the doctor’s preferred medicine is gold.

The somewhat deaf Wife of Bath is described next by the narrator. This obsessive
seamstress is forever first to the offering at the Mass, and if an important person goes
ahead of her she is depressed. She wears head coverings to the Mass which the narrator
wonders must weigh ten pounds. She has taken three pilgrimages to Jerusalem and has
had five husbands. Furthermore, she has also been to Rome, Cologne and other foreign
pilgrimage sites. Her teeth have gaps between them, and she sits contentedly straddling
her horse. The Wife is cheerful and talkative, and she gives good love recommendation
since she has had lot of knowledge.

Next, a calm and poor village Parson is portrayed. Pure of the sense of right and
wrong and true to Christ’s lessons, the Parson takes pleasure in preaching and instructing
his parishioners, but he dislikes expelling those from the parish who cannot give their
tithes. He marches with his squad to visit all his parishioners, no matter how distant. He
considers that a priest must be clean, since he serves an instance for his people attending
worship. The Parson is dedicated to his rural community and does not seek a better
engagement. He is even caring to sinners, preferring to educate them by example rather
than scorn. The Parson is followed by his brother, a Plowman, who works hard, loves
God and his fellow citizen, toils ‘for Christ’s sake’, and offers his tithes on time.

The red-haired Miller loves music, coarse jokes and drinking. He is immensely
corpulent and strong, able to lift doors off their hinges or break them down by running at
them with his head. He has a mole on his nose with bright red hairs on it like bristles,
black nostrils, and a mouth like a furnace. He wears a sword and buckler, and loves to
joke around and narrate erotic tales. He filches from his customers and plays the bagpipes.

An inn of court (school of law) with stipulations is stocked by the Manciple.
Although he is unprofessional, this Manciple is smarter than most of the lawyers he
serves. The spindly, irritated Reeve has such short hair that he harks back the narrator
to a priest. He manages his lord’s land so well that he is clever to save his own cash and
property stingily. The Reeve is also a high-quality carpenter, and he always travels
behind everyone else.

The Summoner blames those accused of violating church rules. When intoxicated,
he proudly spurts the few Latin phrases he knows. His countenance is bright red due to
an undisclosed disease. He uses his pre-eminence immorally for his own gain. He is
extremely lecherous, and uses his power to control the young women in his authority.
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The Pardoner, who had just been in the court of Rome, negotiates with the
Summoner. He sings with his assent, and has long, flowing blond hair. The narrator cites
that the Pardoner believes he rides very stylishly, with nothing covering his head. He has
brought back many mementos from his travel to Rome. The narrator contrasts the
Pardoner’s high voice to that of a goat, and states that he thinks the Pardoner might
have been a homosexual. The narrator scoffs at the Pardoner for his rude treatment of
the poor for his own material gain. Liable of selling Papal indulgences, he is despised by
the church and most churchgoers for counterfeiting pardons and pocketing the cash.
The Pardoner is a good priest, storyteller and singer, the narrator admits; although he
bickers it is only since he cheats people of their cash in that way.

Analysis

The narrator again portrays many of the characters as though he had, in fact, witnessed
them doing things he has only listened to them talk about. Other portrayals, for example
the Miller, are obviously shaped by class typecasts.

Franklin, the Guildsmen and the Cook

The Franklin and the five Guildsmen distribute with the Merchant and the Man of Law
a loyalty to material riches, and the narrator praises them in terms of their ownerships.
The explanation of Franklin’s table is a plentiful poetic praise to hospitality and luxury.
The Haberdasher, Carpenter, Weaver, Dyer and Tapestry-Weaver are not individualized,
and they do not inform about their arrogance in material exhibition of prosperity which is
clearly satirical. The Cook, with his loathing bodily defect, is himself an expression of the
Guildsmen’s substance, worth and prosperity.

Shipman and the Physician

The recitations of the Shipman and the Physician are both barbed with eagerly satiric
turns of expression suggesting deceit and avarice. The Shipman’s theft of wine is slipped
in among accounts of his expert proficiencies, and his cruelty in encounter is for a short
time noted in the midst of his other nautical accomplishments. The narrator gives a
remarkable catalogue of the Physician’s knowledge, but then exclaims the starting
comment that he abandons the Bible, implying that his anxiety for the corpse comes at
the expenditure of the soul. Furthermore, the narrator’s remarks about the Doctor’s
love of gold suggests that he is out to make cash rather than to assist others.

Wife of Bath

The Wife of Bath is perhaps Chaucer’s most attractive character who has gone down in
the pages of history. The Wife of Bath has been interpreted by readers as an image
either of Chaucer’s misogyny or his proto-feminism. This depends on whether they
deduce Chaucer’s implied approach towards this candid woman as mocking or adoring.
The Wife of Bath is vain, bossy and immoral; a character so typically portrayed by
contemporary women-hating writers. Nevertheless, Chaucer’s portrayal of the Wife of
Bath is so sensible and caring that it is hard to believe that he wanted to show her as the
satire of a dreadful woman. The Wife is an experienced woman. ‘Experience is right
ynogh for me’ said she. She has married five times and maintains that Christ has never
preached that people should be satisfied with one marriage. The Bible does say, ‘go
forth and multiply’ said she. The Wife has always chosen husbands by their ‘chestes’
and ‘nether purs’. She affirms that Jesus had stressed that one should go ahead and
enjoy bodily pleasures. After all, the sex organs were ‘nat maad for noght’. She stresses
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that she will ‘use myn instrument’ when her husband makes his decision to ‘paye his
dette’. Her husband, the Wife goes on, shall be equally her ‘dettour and my thral’ (debtor
and slave) and that she would score it on his flesh.

Chaucer has also provided a detail of the Wife’s husbands here. The first three
husbands of the Wife were quite polite, while the last two were awful. The first three
were wealthy, old and impotent. They were enthralled at her deftness and handed over
all their possessions to her in return for physical favours. She used her body at will to
extract exactly what she wished for from these men. She deliberately used to start a
squabbling with these men by hurling a handful of grievances and Biblical glossing and
abject lies about their alleged affairs. These were all done to cover up her follies with
young men. She used these means to control her husbands. The fourth husband of the
Wife was an ideal match for her, a reveller and a lecherous man who maintained mistresses
all his life. This husband of hers died young and she moved on to her fifth husband. This
man was cruel and beat her at every pretext. He could ‘glose’ (flatter) her hugely when
he wanted sexual favours from her but she was hugely fond of him as he played hard to
get.

Jankin, the fifth husband was a student at Oxford and had an affair with the Wife
while she was still married to her fourth husband. Once he died, she married Jankin, who
was exactly half her age. Jankin used to read books about ‘wikked wyves’, an anti-
feminist writing which contained works from Valerius and Theophrastus, Tertullian,
Solomon and others. Jankin was reading aloud from his book by the fire, and the Wife,
tired that he would by no means finish reading his ‘cursed book al nyght’, tore out three
pages, hitting him in the face so that he fell backwards into the fire. Jankin wasted no
time in getting up and hit her on the head with his fist, flinging her on the floor, where she
lay like she had died. ‘Hastow slayn me, false theef?’ the Wife shouted, ‘and for my land
thus hastow mordred me?’ (Have you killed me, false thief? And have you murdered me
to get my land?). Jankin, then sought her pardon; and the Wife forced him to burn up his
book immediately.

Having increased for herself all of the ‘maistrie’ (mastery, control, dominance),
Jankin then begged her to keep all of her own possessions. After that day they never had
a quarrel once more. They were both honest to each other with her being very kind to
him.

Parson and the Plowman

Coming after many deceitful characters, these two brothers are noticeable as strange
examples of Christian ideals. The Plowman loves the Gospel, loving God and his fellow
citizens, labouring for Christ’s sake and loyally paying tithes to the church. Their ‘worth’
is thus of a completely dissimilar kind from that allocated to the courageous Knight or to
the skilled and rich characters. The Parson has a more-difficult-to understand role than
the Plowman, and possesses an additional urbane awareness of his significance.

Miller, the Manciple and the Reeve

The Miller, the Manciple and the Reeve have all been depicted in The Canterbury
Tales as wardens. They use their wisdom to cheat other people of their assets. As in the
Gospels, so also in The Canterbury Tales, stewardship plays an important role as Jesus
portrayed stewardship as a symbol of Christian life. The Miller has an aggressive and
terrible habit, and has been depicted more as a demon than Christian. He has a face like
a furnace, with angry hairs growing out of his warts and black nostrils. His ‘golden
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thumb’ alludes to his practice of deceiving his clients. The narrator paradoxically sustains
the Manciple as a replica of a good warden. The Manciple’s employers are all lawyers,
skilled to assist others to live within their means, but the Manciple is shrewder than they
are. The Reeve is depicted as a dexterous thief; one who can swindle his own auditors,
and who knows all the traps of managers, servants, herdsmen and millers since he is
false himself. Worst of all, he enjoys his master’s thanks for lending him the things he
has stolen from him.

Summoner and the Pardoner

The Summoner and Pardoner, who travel together, are the most deceitful and dishonoured
of all the pilgrims. They are not members of ecclesiastic groups but lay officers of the
Church. Both the Summoner and the Pardoner misuse their positions with the church for
increased incomes and benefits. The Summoner is a lecherous character with an
unhealthy face and unhealthy soul. The Pardoner, on the other hand, is always enthralling
his audience with ghastly stories. Beardless and long-haired, the Pardoner has been
described as a mare and a gelding, proposing that his sexual interest lies in men. His
homosexuality is further suggested by his harmonizing with the Summoner’s ‘stiff burdoun’,
which denotes the bass line of a tune but also hints at the male genitalia. The Pardoner
launches into a lecture of indulgence-selling he regularly uses to dupe people in order to
wreck the agreement of the journey. The narrator scorns at the Pardoner’s amazing
ability to enthral people; exactly what every poet wishes to do.

Once the characters are introduced, the narrator apologizes and asks readers not
to take offence at what the characters say and do. He maintains that he needs to
replicate the exact words used by the characters though these may be revolting or
impolite. He quotes Plato and Jesus Christ in saying that one should simply state the
truth and not indulge in lying. Then he returns to the tale of the first night the pilgrims
spent at the tavern. The tavern owner welcomes the pilgrims, congratulating them as the
happiest group of people passing through the inn. He wishes to add to the excitement by
proposing that the pilgrims tell a story each while coming and going on the pilgrimage to
evade boredom. From among the stories, he would then pick the best and the storyteller
thus, picked would have to be offered a treat in the tavern banquet hall by others. The
pilgrims agree and hence, the tavern keeper becomes the account-keeper of the stories.
They settle on a sum for the grand dinner for the winner and settles down to drinking
wine. They then pick lots to decide who would be the first to tell a story. The Knight gets
selected and begins his story.

Analysis

The tavern owner, called Bailey, is an astute businessman who takes the pilgrim’s cash
for their dinner as soon as they have comfortably settled down. In order to take their
minds off the money he has collected for dinner, he offers them entertainment through
arranging the storytelling sessions. Bailey maintains that pilgrims ventured on this pilgrimage
to the shrine of Thomas Beckett to thank the saint for all his kindness and his help during
their times of need, but this group ‘Ye goon to Canterbury-God yow speede, / the blissful
martir quite yow youre meede!’ Here the word ‘quite’ means ‘repay’ and has been used
to signify the storytelling session, where each member is put in debt by his predecessor,
whom he/she should repay with a new story. In place of travelling to a destination, the
travel itself becomes a purpose. The narrator has called the tavern owner the group’s
‘governor’ ‘judge’ and ‘reportour’ (record-keeper), all the terms have a legal connotation.
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2.2.3 Knight’s Tale

Let us now study The Knight’s Tale written by Geoffrey Chaucer.

(I) The tale of the Knight begins with the story of  Theseus, a prince, who
married  Hippolyta, the queen of Scythia. After his marriage he conquered her
kingdom Amazon and brought her and her sister,  Emelye, back to Athens. When
Theseus returned home after victory, he came in touch with a company of women
dressed in black clothes who were screaming at the side of the highway. The
oldest women of the group asked for pity. She told him that she was once the wife
of King Cappaneus who was killed at Thebes, and that all the other women have
lost their husbands. The lord of the town, Creon, had simply thrown the dead
bodies of the soldiers in a single pile and refused to bury them.

Theseus pledged to take revenge against Creon and with immediate effect ordered
his armies toward Thebes. Theseus defeated Creon, and when the soldiers were
disposing off the bodies they found two young knights, Arcite  and  Palamon, two
royal cousins, still alive. Theseus ordered that the two knights should be imprisoned
for life in Athens. They passed their time imprisoned in a tower in Athens until
they saw Emelye in a nearby garden. Both immediately fell in love with her.
Palamon likened her to Venus, and prayed to God to escape from the prison.
Likewise, Arcite claimed that he would rather be dead than not have Emelye.
The two knights are so madly in love with her that they fight with each other,
calling the other a traitor.

All this happened on a day in which  Pirithous, a prince and childhood friend of
Theseus had come to Athens. Pirithous was familiar with Arcite at Thebes, and
at his behest, Theseus set Arcite free on the assurance that Arcite would never
again be seen in Theseus’ kingdom. Hence, Arcite was now free, but did not have
the potential to follow Emelye, and mourned the brutality of fate. Nevertheless,
Palamon, was jealous of Arcite, since he now had the opportunity of raising an
army against Theseus to triumph over Athens.

(II) Two years passed after this incident. After having spent two years in Thebes, one
night Arcite saw God Mercury in his dreams urging him to be hopeful and to go to
Athens to let go off his grief. Arcite decided to return to Athens in disguise and
pass unidentified.

Arriving at the court, Arcite took a post with Emelye’s steward under the name of
Philostratus. Arcite worked as a page in Emelye’s house and his services were so
much appreciated that Theseus soon made him squire of his chamber. In the
meantime, Palamon had spent seven years in prison, before, eventually, he escaped
from the tower and ran away from the city, with the motive of disguising himself
and moving towards Thebes. That very morning Arcite went to the area outside
the city and began to speak to himself expressing his grief of living a life without
Emelye. Palamon, overhearing the monologue, leapt out and revealed himself to
Arcite. Since the two did not have weapons, they pledged to meet in the same
place tomorrow and fight to death over Emelye.

They returned the next day prepared for battle. At the same time, and in the same
place, Theseus, Hippolyta and Emelye were out hunting, and as they reached  the
area where Arcite and Palamon were fighting, Theseus stopped the fight. Palamon
revealed to Theseus that Arcite is the man who was banished (and that he has
returned, disguised as Philostratus), while he himself is the escaped prisoner. He
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also told Theseus that both men love Emelye. Theseus ordered the death of both.
However, the queen and Emelye took pity on the two men, and requested Theseus
to forgive them. Taking into account the fact that both of them dearly loved
Emelye, Theseus asked them to swear that they will never wage a war against
his kingdom. Theseus then declared that the two will wage war on each other,
each with one hundred knights, in order to decide whom Emelye will marry.

(III) Theseus ordered the building of a stadium for the duel between Arcite and Palamon.
This stadium was lavish, featuring artefacts and portraits as well as temples
honouring Gods like Mars, Diana and Venus. When the day of the duel advanced,
Palamon brought  Lycurgus, the King of Thrace, to fight with him, and on the
other hand, Arcite brought  Emetreus, the King of India.

The night before the duel, Palamon prayed to Venus to comfort his pangs of love,
asking Venus (goddess of love) to let Arcite murder him if Arcite will be the right
one to marry Emelye. On hearing this, the statue of Venus shook as a sign of
augury. On the other hand, Emelye prayed to Diana, the goddess of chastity. She
prayed that she was willing to remain a maiden all her life rather than be a man’s
wife. All the more, she prayed for peace and friendship between Arcite and
Palamon. Nevertheless, she also prayed that if she was destined to marry one
against her will, she asked to have the one who wants her the most. On hearing
this, the statue of Diana shed tears of blood, another sign of foreboding. Then
Diana herself appeared to Emelye and told her that she will marry one of the two
knights. Arcite prayed to Mars. He prayed for triumph in battle, and the statue of
Mars whispered the word ‘victory’ to him, the third omen. Consequently, Mars
and Venus thus, waged war upon one another, but aged Saturn intervened to
satisfy both of them. He told Venus that Palamon would have his lady, Emelye,
and Mars would facilitate in this victory.

(IV) The rules of the battle were set by Theseus. He ordered that there would be no
killing in the duel.  If a rival was overcome, then he would have to leave the battle.
The audience accepted this condition with joy. The military forces of the two
knights were alike in dexterity, age and nobility. The two knights and their
companions fought valiantly in the battle. On one occasion, Emetreus took hold of
Palamon and pierced him with his sword. In an effort to rescue Palamon, King
Lycurgus was killed, and then Emetreus was wounded. Theseus declared Arcite
victorious. Venus was disheartened with the result but Saturn told her that Mars
was now pacified and she would receive a similar conciliation. All of a sudden, as
Arcite was proclaimed victorious, there was an earthquake sent by  Pluto  that
terrified Arcite’s horse, which swung over and fell, throwing off Arcite and mortally
wounding him. Before he died, Arcite tells Emelye that Palamon was a worthy
husband for her. His last word before he died was her name. Theseus, in a very
long speech referred to as the ‘First Mover’ speech, then ordered Emelye to
marry Palamon after a funeral ceremony honouring Arcite. In this manner, the
Knight’s story finishes on a blissful note.

Critical Analysis

It is quite possible that The Knight’s Tale was written even before The Canterbury
Tales was planned to be written. Hence, the work has the unique status of being a part
of The Canterbury Tales as well as capable enough to stand as a separate work of
literature on its own.



Self-Instructional
Material 63

Chaucer, Langland
and Malory

NOTES

The Knight’s Tale is undoubtedly a  romance  as Chaucer presents it, apparently a
true historical event of several hundreds of years ago told by an influential, high-status
figure (the Knight). However, Chaucer does not simply adopt a literary tradition without
highlighting its chief characteristics. The complexities of the Tale are depicted in the
way it emphasizes the traditional things expected of a romance as a genre.

For instance, the question of status and rank is immediately raised by the progression
of the tale. The Knight begins the tale, not with Arcite and Palamon, but instead, he
begins by describing the exploits of Theseus of Athens at the top most ladder working
downward until he reaches the less illustrious Theban soldiers.

Furthermore, the tale is highly unconvincing in all sorts of ways and the situation
and the moral questions it poses seem more significant than the qualities of the individual
characters. As a matter of fact, characters exist only to be enthused by the events of the
story: to act according to the demands of the plot. Even the characters admit their lack
of free will within the story. The two knights pray to Venus for a literal deus ex machina,
for they are unable to control their own fate. The Knight’s Tale explicitly concedes the
role of fate through the gods: for instance, Palamon leaves his fate to theology, blaming
his fate on Venus, Juno and Saturn.

Arcite and Palamon are represented as characters without any real autonomy
and are essentially distinct in their personality. Emelye has been represented as a passive,
dispensable character.  The Knight describes her as a typical fairy-tale maiden. However,
there is an inversion in the fact that instead of the female figure, the two knights are
imprisoned in a tower. She first appears in a garden, a pastoral symbol that balances
both purity and fertility.

Emelye proves a problematic character in the scheme of the story. Arcite and
Palamon are prepared to fight to death for her love, despite the fact that neither have
had any significant contact with her, nor do they have any idea whether she would love
either of the men. Yet Theseus accepts this code of conduct and offers the queen’s
sister as a prize for the two men, whom he previously had imprisoned and threatened
with death.

Check Your Progress

1. Mention the prominent works of Geoffrey Chaucer.

2. State the positive qualities of the Knight.

3. Who is the Friar represented in the tale?

2.3 WILLIAM LANGLAND: PIERS PLOWMAN

Langland belonged to the decisive period of English letters called the Middle English
period (1200–1500). This was the period when English language was striving hard to
attain its glory of being the national language of England yet overcome by the tides of
inland French and foreign Italian influences. Native language and fervours of nativity in
the works of major poets is a very special feature of this age. Their chief aim was to
enliven the native readers and remind them that English as a medium had the potency to
express anything and charm them as any other language of the world.
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Langland as a major contemporary of Geoffrey Chaucer, a poverty-stricken church
cleric minding low orders, is mainly known for his masterly alliterative long verse
composition called the Vision of William Concerning Piers Plowman or The Vision of
Piers Plowman—obtained in three text versions by W. W. Skeat: A, B and C. His life
and activities cannot be fathomed much except for his own account mentioned in his
poetry. Langland was an exponent of the West English when in the English capital East
Midland dialect was fast gripping the foreground. The three different versions are
expansions of the same text which he supposedly wrote from1362 till his last days.

Often the autobiographical elements reveal how this poor priest’s vision might
have been his own. The A Text contains twelve Passus (1362); the B version, twenty
(1377); and the C Text has twenty-three (1392). The second text is valued best in
comparison with others because of its completeness of the central argument. The
manuscripts and their fragments full of fluidity and flow of easy and comprehensible
English are sure to have been agreeable then. They must have been read and appreciated
popularly in his days. Born and brought up in a humble background, he began his version
B which hints at his age then being ‘five and forty.’ His family, situation and all other
factors are highlighted in his poem from where we know about his not so known life.

The central plot of the authentic version B of Piers Plowman describes that the
poet falls asleep under the sound of a brook on a Spring morning on Malvern Hills, and
dreams of a high tower which characterizes Heaven, a deep dungeon which symbolizes
Hell and ‘a fair field full of folk’ which represents our Earth. Based on the theory of
Karma, Langland presents the theme that this field is full of people hailing from different
walks of life as professionals. They are engrossed in their pursuits which is selfish and
unsociable. Then a beautiful lady named Holy Church appears in the field who delivers
sermon on truth. The Dreamer, when she has ended her long speech, urges her to
enlighten him on the subject of Falsehood too. But instead of describing it herself, she
lets him judge it by himself. Falsehood is replicated in the deeds of ‘Meed the Maid’ who
selfishly seeks reward. And then Holy Church leaves the poet or the Dreamer called
Will in the effective ambience of Meed the Maid who can easily trap a person’s mind
and rationale to use it for illegal and criminal offences for disrupting the social merits.
Afterwards, the Confession of the Seven Deadly Sins follows. The hero of the poem
Piers Plowman emerges next, who is shown as the perfect creation of God. He is a
farmer embodying the gospel of labour in the beginning who later turns into Christ-like
character repudiating falsehood, evil and guiding people of the field to the way of salvation.
The poem chimes the tune of goodness and godliness to awaken the conscience of those
who have all the reasons of allurements towards sins which drive them to Hell or the
dark dungeon. A man can elevate and sublimate himself if he can but control his senses,
desires and resist evil to spoil his spiritual gains.

Like Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales, Langland’s ‘fair field full of folk’ too,
portrays the corrupt world and every profession of fourteenth century life. His poem
conveys the wealth-corrupted society and dishonest government too. In these
circumstances, the poet thinks the best job is that of a farmer who toils in the field and
out of his honest labour earns the mercy of Christ. He believes that a poor tiller is
serving the Holy Father, the Almighty. His style is that of censure; and his approach is
close to Dante. He appears to be a cleric in his theme who preaches hard to chastise the
misled people. The poem is a sincere and honest approach to life which is considered as
the best model of Christian living. However, he assents to praise the system of monarchy.
The poem is categorized as satire which exposes the evils of the then society. It lacks
humour unlike Chaucer’s work. It sets path for Bunyan’s Pilgrim’s Progress. Langland
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chose alliterative verse in place of rhyme as his medium of expression here. He has
written some other poems too, but Piers Plowman appears to be the landmark of his
contribution to the realm of English poetry and an outstanding creation of the age.

2.3.1 Prologue

Planned on an epic scale, with a Prologue and twenty continuing passus, this beautiful
work of art begins in the first person narration. Its Prologue contains two major parts of
the introductory plot: The fair field and the rat’s fable. Both of them have social, political
and economic significance. They strike the chord of realism through this dream allegory.
Through these two parts, the poet has prepared the background for his argument of his
satire. In the opening scene, the disguise of a shepherd is mentioned here. The subject
‘I’ is dedicated to the human will, whether he is the poet himself, or a character, mentions
the softness of the sun to delineate the season which might refer to the beginning of
summer in the month of May, still in a pleasant state to enjoy nature. He dresses himself
as a hermit who is ‘unholy’ in his deeds but widely travelled.

The setting is ‘Malverne hilles’ (Malvern Hills) which suggests the West of England
and the hour is that of morning. The speaker goes to rest by the side of the soft falling
brook on a broad bank where gazing at the beauty of the meandering stream water, he
falls asleep to dream of a strange place where he has never ventured before. The
tradition of a dream sequence was often famous in the fourteenth century literature.
The art of verse tales and allegory too, much under the foreign influences of Italy and
France, with a romantic commencement, and later imbibed seriousness having real life
descriptions, was a popular mode of expression. To this, Langland’s brilliant mastery of
alliteration and the lilting cascade of language using the West English, quite contrary to
the settling East Midland accepted and regarded then, fashion the thematic, realistic and
artistic aroma here. The description of a disguised impure soul as hermit has future
relation to the subsequent exposition of the plot.

The poem is a sharp social criticism aimed especially at the fellow priests in a
broad sense; however, it exposes social evils of all classes of the latter fourteenth century.
His ‘marvellous’ dream is juxtaposed to ‘wilderness’ here, as in the beginning a man of
impure constitution wears the dress of a hermit. He looks towards the sun in the East to
behold a high tower (toft) which is aesthetically very pleasant and a deep contrasting
dale full of ditches which dreads the sight. The height and grace of the tower is
metaphorically compared with the rising sun. The ditches are deep and dark symbolizing
the depth of evil, sinful, wicked, or immoral existence on earth. Also, they emit the poet’s
imagination of a person’s unpardonable wrongdoings. Between these two aspects, he
finds the place of Karma or human action: ‘A fair field full of folk.’ This represents the
human inhabited earth and our birth-cycle. It is full of men both affluent and poor farmers
who are doing what the ‘the world asketh’ them to do. They are led by their selfish and
worldly pursuits. The poet has revealed that the existence in the body is usually taken for
granted by the humans which should not be the case. Here he sees poor, rich, hermits,
clerics, counsels, commons, bishops, tradesmen — busy in their life. The beginning
reveals that this poem has satirical elements.

Another type is that which behaves like children of Judas who obtain wealth and
fool others. Some are tramps, beggars who feign poverty, but they are shrewd knaves
and plunderers. For him, the clergymen seem to be ‘leeches.’ From the very beginning,
he uses the types such as traitor, gluttony, avarice, revelry, cadging, knavery, and so
forth.
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His entire invective attack on the pilgrims, palmers, hermits, and so on exhibits
how he loathed sloth and lie in his profession. He mentions it so accurately:

I saw some that they had sought saints:

To each a tale that they told, their tongue was tempered to lie…
(Prologue 150–151)

Similar comments are made on hermits and their wenches, friars of all the four
orders, and so on. Hermits move around with women, and friars play with the Gospels to
contort them to serve their purpose using fake miracles. They please their lords for
undue rewards which is sin. Except for the presence of the truthful existence of the
Holy Church, on Earth, many such miracles and stories have been deceiving people.
Pardoner too, would be a similar sort of liar.

Langland attacks the unprincipled and unworthy religious practices of all orders
and feels ashamed of their sins. Common mass who believed to be real godly angels
paid a lot of valuables like gold, money, and so on to them in awe. The speaker describes
how parishes were without priests who did not receive stipend since the pestilence
period. If they were penniless, they might play tricks to earn their livelihood, albeit it
should not have been their trait. Here, Langland realistically uncovers how the government
was reckless towards its citizens, and how corrupt practices were gnawing every
profession which people trust to be true and loyal.

Satirizing the political bodies, the speaker says that bishops, bachelors, doctors,
masters—all who are ordained to serve the poor and unhealthy parishioners have their
houses in the rich locales of London. They are more interested in serving the lords, the
King and others than to creep in the poor parishes feeding charities. They are busy
claiming their benefits from the Chequer and Chancery Courts where their bills have to
get encashed. These bills belong to the poor parishioners. They even replace the judge
and spend their holy hours in illegal practices. Only God could show them their guilt and
punish them. Power has corrupted the Cardinals and the Pope at Rome whose arrogance
and impiety leaves the narrator dumbfounded. The poet compares their audacity with
‘Peter’s power’.

He moves forward to explain the character of the supreme authority of the state:
the king. He is put to the throne by the House of the Commons and it is Mother Wit who
saves them all by the clever manoeuvrings of the clerks because they play between the
two of them. The entire Parliament was polluted and no one breathed honesty in services.
The king, the armed forces and the clergymen used the Commons for their selfish gains;
the government or the Commons planned to levy heavy taxation on poor farmers or
ploughmen and sucked their blood to enjoy sitting in their comfortable homes. There
seemed to be a cycle of cunning minds which are widespread and Will is pained to hold
them so untrue to themselves, and to the world. They cannot foresee their future.

In the king’s court, a madman appears and praises him aloud with blessings to be
showered by Jesus Christ. The poet is sarcastic when he mentions Latin being used by
the Angel who descended from Heaven into the court, and said:

‘I am King, I am Prince;’ but you may be neither hereafter. O you who
administer the sublime laws of Christ the King, in order to act better, be
pious as you are just; Naked law wishes to be clothed by you with a sense
of duty to God. Sow such grain as you wish to reap. If the law is stripped
bare by you, then let nude judgement be measured out to you. If goodness
is sown by you, you may reap goodness.

(Prologue 132–138)
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Langland has presented it as a dramatic act where the stage is set for those who are
acting their part on the earth, and are likewise being sent to either the dungeon to undergo
perdition or to be accepted by God in that high sun-like tower for reward. When the king
is chided thus, a buffoon argues with the Angel in angry tone that the king is only a ruler
by name. He has no virtual rights over the court or his courtiers. But he desires to act
like a king one day. In a funny manner, the conversation takes place in Latin between the
angel and the king’s court. The Commons cried out in Latin that they were the laws
there. Langland’s pungent critical description then after,

With that there ran a rout of rats at once,

And small mice with them— more than thousand,
And came to a council— for their common profit;
For a cat from the Court— came when he liked
And o’er leaped them lightly and caught them at will…

(Prologue 146–150)
Thus, the satire goes planting issues from the government and those who run the

government. The arguments continue during which the poet unclothes the dirty
manipulations in the political life of London and epidemic licentiousness of these stately
and kingly people. They discuss if only they could hang a brass bell by the neck of the
‘cat.’ And the entire parliament acquiesces to this man’s proposal. Here, Langland’s
satire trenchantly peels off skin not only of the corruption among the English but the
French political and social connections:

There was not a rat in the rout— for all the realm of France
That dare bind on the bell— about the cat’s neck,
Nor hang it round her ears— all England to win…

(177–179)
Richard II was ten when he became the king in 1377. The Commons also fight

over the fact about the king’s marriage: ‘Coupled or uncoupled.’ Not to forget the fact
that the court and the sovereign were much under the influence of France out of which
England was trying to build her own empire in all aspects. There was a cultural, economic,
social, political and religious sway of the more developed and powerful nations like
France who had been ruling England for quite sometime.

The English monarchy was still in its offing, and thus, by the mouth of another
mouse, Langland conveys that the cat should be let her own way which would be the
safest way for the House of Commons. They must wait until the kitten is home and
made the king. The war between the king and the Commons takes further ends of
discussion and the readers are acquainted with the strife and unrest in the political
system of England during Langland’s period. The speaker is surprised to have such a
shocking dream, but we come to ascertain that the king had no hold on his court and he
was a weakling. The rule of force was complex to them; yet on the other hand, if we
look at the counsels, they are much worse.

The dreamer is horrified to foresee his nation’s future if his dream were to be
true. Then he sees some hundred sergeants who drink and gamble. They are exceedingly
greedy and of mean behaviour. There are barons, burgesses, bondmen, bakers, brewers,
butchers, woollen-websters, weavers, tailors, tinkers, tax-collectors, masons, miners,
and so on, in this field too. The people of the lower strata of life are also there—like
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ditchers, diggers, and so forth, who do not work and waste their time singing love songs
instead of work. The cooks are also there who in place of honing their skill; prefer to
earn money for every other advantage. The inn owners sell wine and manage to provide
pleasures by all sorts of unlawful and corrupt practices to the citizens. The speaker ends
his discussion by explaining how he saw this and ‘seven times’ more than this about the
people who inhabit his society around and make him ashamed.

Langland’s introduction of his theme of Visions Concerning Piers Plowman in
his Prologue makes the picture clear that it is a social, religious and political satire and
depicts the theme of good versus evil which is based on the eternal biblical precepts. He
has mirrored the rampant unlawful, ungainly, pestilence-stricken polluted life from court
and king to the common man. All prefer to take the best advantage of time and resources
without taking least care of the penance they are earning for their future which begins
after death. His high tower is the Tower of Truth and the dungeon is Hell. He believes
that our good or bad deeds here on Earth will decide our future of Heaven or Hell. Thus,
in the rat’s fable we see the political upheaval and corruption in England and in the fair
field, we see the people in general, from all professions, but fairly dishonest and greedy.

Passus 1

In this section, we hear the discourse of the Holy Church. The speaker, to bolster his
argument, gives further explanation of the high mountain, the dark dale and the ‘fair field
full of folk’. In the opening passage, the speaker Will says that the people living here on
this Earth do pray God; they act the way it suits them; and forget about afterlife punishment
for their wrongdoings. This is the greatest misconception they have about life. They
believe in ‘no other heaven than here.’ The High Tower stands for the Tower of Truth
where the Holy Father resides, said a lady. This lady is a new appearance in his dream
and he is asking her questions. This catechism goes for a long time here; we are introduced
to the hero, Piers.

The idea develops further that bad or evil can multiply only evil. It can never turn
into goodness. The poet relates the fable of the Devil and his daughters to show how
frailties can generate further frailties. Many changes can be brought and many problems
can be overcome by wine and women, but their result, will always be wicked. The
speaker is addressing this lady as ‘Madam Mercy.’ His next query to the lady is about
the preserver of the wealth of this world. Who is the authority to hold all the wealth of
this Earth? The wealth of the world is of the king who is the ruler but mother wit should
keep a watch over him.

The dark dungeon is the ‘castle of care’ where if a soul is sent; it will repent of its
existence. That person would be made to feel how the Father of Falsehood made its
home in his soul. And then she describes the story of Adam and Eve and how they were
trapped by the Father of Falsehood. The speaker is surprised to hear this woman who is
uttering the holy truth. Her identity is that of a Holy Church. Here, we come to know
that the speaker belongs to the profession of priesthood:

thou oughtest me to know–
I received thee first – and taught thee the faith,
And thou broughtest me sponsors – my bidding to fulfil
And to love me loyally – while thy life lasteth.

(Passus-1, 75–78)
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Now, the speaker places the most important part of the theme upon which the
whole plot revolves, and which is the central message of the poem, too:

Show me no treasure – but tell me this only —
How may I save my soul – thou that holy art held?

(83–84)
She suggests keeping oneself always on the path of truth. According to her, God

is love and He would show the truth to him. Then she adds how man can sublimate
himself by imbibing the best he can do here on Earth:

Whoso is true of his tongue – and telleth none other,
And doth works therewith – and willeth no man ill:
He is a god, says the Gospel – on earth and in heaven.

(88–90)
This message should be spread by the church priests in all the Christian and

heathen communities. The entire society including the king should mind and regard truth
as their policy in everything they do. Like David, it should not be done by the hilt of the
sword, but by love and surrender as Christ did. And so he became the Holy Father.
Lucifer did not obey this principle which he learnt in Heaven, he fell from that status to
be punished in Hell. And his followers too were sent to Hell in that deep dark dungeon
forever. His disciples fell because God shut the doors on them; they spread everywhere
including this Earth; but Lucifer because of pride was set the lowest to receive the worst
order of punishment.

He asks her how to begin to live in truth. Holy Church chides him because she
thought he was intelligent but he even did not have good learning of Latin:

Woe is me that I though it was barren, and the life of the youthful beauty!

To love God for entire life and stick to his path are ways to be truthful. Love is the
best art for human beings here. As taught by Moses, peace is the best among the
virtues. To love the leader and have trust in him are also the best ways to dwell here.
Our leader is the atom of the Holy Father, the God. God left his Son to die to set the best
example of leadership and sacrifice.

To be polite in deeds and to have mercy on the poor is to please God. One must
stay as pure as a helpless crying child in the inner precincts of church, and then only God
accepts us. Faith without its right practice is of no value. Chastity and charity are the
two traits which signify your priesthood and services for church, she said to the speaker.
To be physically pure, but mentally corrupt with greed, selfish needs, avarice, covetousness,
and so forth, lead men to the path of spiritual perdition, fall and decay. She asserts: ‘Give
and you shall be given.’ Love is the best religion and practice. By these words of instruction
to him to stick to truth which is the best treasure, she bids him adieu and tells him to look
forward to God. Christ was successful to have appointed the angels to preach truth. For
the priests, charity is the greatest virtue. On the argument of these habits which may
lead a person to live like God, the poet closes the first passus.

Passus 2

The speaker pleads to the lady to teach him how to understand what is Falsehood. As
she has guided, he looks at his left side and finds another lady who is wearing the best
clothes with many precious gem stones on her body. The speaker, Will, has never seen
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such a rich ensemble and well-dressed beauty. She is called Meed the Maid. She resembles
her father, Flatter who has never spoken truth in his life. The progeny follows the parents
in nature: if they are good, they will bear good fruit; if bad, then the opposite. Holy
Church says that she is better born than Meed because her father is the God of Heaven
and she is blessed with Mercy who is her husband. Meed is married to Fickle Tongue
who is ‘offspring of a fiend.’ Recommending him (the dreamer) to Jesus Christ, she
disappears. He is still asleep and is dreaming about Meed’s marriage where people from
all professions are invited and are participating. The ceremony is lavish and very wealthy.

All types of working people who fall under the jurisdiction of Falsehood like knights,
clerks, assessors, summoners, sheriffs, beadles, bailiffs, brokers, couriers, victuallers,
advocates, arches, and so on are enjoying themselves here. The people concerned with
judiciary look especially privy with Meed. Flattery and Falsehood are playing her close
companions. Simony and Civil Law are very intimate with the lady and Liars are their
spokespersons. Meed is married for the purpose of gaining money. Their entire realm is
powered by envy, wrath, strife, chattering-out-of reason, covetousness, usury, avarice
and theft. It is the rule of Lechery. Wine and Gluttony are their comrades. Everyone in
the kingdom of Lechery is trying to search the suitor who will marry Meed the Maid the
following day. The people who avail their friendship are littered all over the taverns and
Despair is their permanent companion. Such citizen’s entire posterity is of lost generations
who do not know the value of their existence and are damned for the lifetime. They will
be relishing Satan’s care for all times to come while God will be too far away from their
conscience.

Wrong is the first witness of such heirs of the damned people. Piers, the Pardoner
who is of Saint Paul’s order (who was the first hermit) and some more like him, are
present where the marriage of Meed with Conscience is being arranged, but Theology
prevents it. Such marriage will work against Truth. God says that Meed is born of
Amends and Truth is someone to whom she should be given. Theology warns him for its
future implications. Like this, Civil Law gave his verdict and predictions about the
suspected future of her wedding with Falsehood, but Simony does not. Then with the
facilitations framed by all the bad spirits like Guile, Flattery or False-Witness, their marrige
is fixed. After marriage, Meed decides to embark on her journey to see if Laws in
London are judged as they ought to be. Then she saddles on a sheriff to qicken to
London.

The images of riding foals or horses are about maligning conscience of those
working in favour of fair side of the laws. It is also suggestive of bribery, flattery and
rampant corruption on the other hand. Such a team of higher and lower officials and
designatories assured to spread in the society as a virus would in order to kill all virtues
and naivete. They also worked for disseminating the ideals of marriage and family values.
The entire social, legal and economic machinery is thriving under the eroding currents of
dishonesty and treachery. All the religious orders ebb and flow under the tides of the
same impure and impious characteristics. Langland depicts the reality of his society by
highlighting the discontentment brought by the ideals of falsehood, wangling and greed.

Truth, a dumb watcher, slips out silently to inform about these to the Conscience
who imparts his message to the King whence the warrant is issued against flattery and
falsehood. Meed is summoned by the King. To those of his decrees, Falsehood flies
from person to person to save himself. He wires through all the possible circuits from
law to the church to the officials: from special to the ordinary people. People could not
hold him for long for dread of the King’s wrath.
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At last, he is cloaked as a friar and is left in their cloister to move around to
survive. Meed is arrested and imprisoned. Here, the second passus ends. The allegorical
stories are embedded in the texture of the poem to give reins to the satirical transparency
of the subject. Langland has not left a single profession whose reality has been kept
guised. The theme is the loss of values by the corrupt and unworthy practices where any
ruler would not be able to be truthful because the whole machinery is sold into the hands
of Devil and await his mercy for survival. The allusions patterned by Langland are
historic and they expose the social vices of the mid-fourteenth century.

Passus 3

This passus begins with a dramatic presentation of Meed the Maid into the King’s court
and an inquiry is set on her to know who has been the closest of men to her. When she
is being tried, mirth and minstrelsy are waiting for her pleasingly. All those who work at
Westminster are also there to please the bride Meed and comfort her that she must not
mourn, for she will be made to marry only the person of her choice, and the king will
have to agree to their decision. They receive their reward for flattering Meed and return
loaded with gems and jewels. Then the clerks arrive there and promise to be hers and
she does the same to them too.

Afterwards, a friar comes attired as confessor who utters how for fifty years
both ignorant and educated people have served her and he too has been active in her
service. For food or money, he would sure remain sincerely in her command. Meed
bribes all the possible people then and saves those who could dispense peace and prosperity
to spoil and destroy the structure of society: ‘poison the people– privily…’ The poet has
presented an allegorical story personifying all the traits of human beings spreading social
imbalance and anarchy. Hence, the poet has displayed his age and the rife in true spirit.

The phrase ‘hungry generations’ used by Keats is an apt image for the people of
Langland’s age. His satire plays the role of ‘incantation’ to his land. Meed bribes the
Mayor and through him gets hold of the whole society to drive all ‘against reason’.
Those who do not accept bribe shall be burnt—was preached by Solomon, a sage.
Meed having taken this revenge upon the king by wangle is sought by him and a peace
talk is held to ensure social safety which might be achieved through her death. Therefore,
she could save herself only by espousing Conscience to which she agrees. Conscience
protests aloud that God has forbidden him to be in Meed’s company anyway because he
does not deserve it as their nature is just the contrary. She is cunning and infidel whereas
he is a very clear-sighted godly soul. He, then, relates the story of the King’s late father
whom she betook and how results were disastrous:

Your father she felled · through her false behest,

And hath poisoned popes · and impaired Holy Church.

There is no better bawd · by him that me made!

Though me search through the earth · between heaven and hell.

For she is lecherous in her looks · and loose in her tongue,

Common as a cart-road · to each knave that walks,

To monks and to minstrels · and lepers in hedges…
(Lines 127–133)

Richard II’s father Edward the Black Prince could not be the king. His grandfather
Edward the III ruled till 1377 from when his grandson Richard II took over at a very
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small age of ten. It was his grandfather who ruled for fifty years and restored glory to
the English monarchy, erected the parliament and established peace through a strong
military reign. The rat fable hints at his rule. During his regime the Black Death (1346–
53) occurred.

Conscience is relating the tale how he played a bawd in spoiling the king’s mind
by taking nefarious and unlawful acts for debasing the social merit and diluting ethics.
How the political plane was charged with fraudulence and embezzlement. He initiated
crime and instilled lasciviousness in king’s counsels and the Holy Church to control the
masses. Whether it was a judge or the commons, he wangled with them to attain his
purpose. The poor peasants were crying of pain, sorrow and injustice, but none took
heed of them. The rich were controlled by Meed and the paupers lay helpless. Thus,
Conscience wants Meed to be cast forever:

For poor men have no power · to complain, though they smart…
(Line 168)

Meed’s character is that of a whore and so is her red robe. She spoilt the king’s
father and grandfather’s mind by using them for serving her mean purposes, but he
expects her to marry conscience so that commonsense and wit are restored to the court
counsels and the religious heads in order to achieve social stability and progress. The
incident at Normandy is depicted in historical perspective to prove the value of Meed.
Conscience and Truth should decide between right and wrong and Meed should reward
the right. Meed, however, is the thread between social, political and economic relations
of all sorts from papacy to the lower orders.

Meed’s importance in the social balance is high and people get trapped easily in
her ensnares. Nevertheless, she is of ambivalent nature. Langland states the theme of
Karma here: Those who use reason and conscious character to live a life free of blemishes
would enter the Heaven. Such a man ought not to punish any innocent person nor use his
life for usury. Those who live the life of pleasure here as priests and parsons receiving
money as bribe, will be receiving fame here. The beast fable from the Bible is quoted to
show the relevance of good or bad. The true Christian should use merit, reason, truth
and conscience for social equilibrium and advancement. By the end of this passus, the
king banishes all the companions of Meed.

Passus IV

The King tries to strike an accord between Conscience and Meed. Conscience cries in
protest to be with Reason, so that Meed might not use him for wrong purposes. But the
King angrily decrees that he must fetch Reason to betroth Meed and use them for
helping the citizens. Then Reason joins them. Cato, his squire and Tom Trewe are brought
to the court by Reason and Conscience. Together the three could do the best as they join
their hands in camaraderie. At the Exchequer and Chancery, they run to make reforms.
They start bringing fast changes by exposing the evil faces, deeds to the King. As a
result, peaceful reign is restored to the court while troubled hearts are alleviated.

Wrongs are put to punishment and Wisdom is rewarded. Wisdom, Wit, Meed and
mercy become one to improve and amend what had gone wrong. The cases are brought
to the king where wrong is found guilty, he is banished for seven years and jailed. Virtues
like peace and forgiveness become part of the society again. Reason always saddled on
Conscience and it is announced that pity will be reckoned for those lords and ladies who
would embrace truth and keep its company forever. From here, the message of goodwill
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and goodness should reach all the parts of the country, so that no one dares to commit a
mistake.

Wisdom tries to manipulate with Meed, but the King sets Reason to watch on his
activities. Reason pleads to the King to appoint Obedience to his service. All the professions
must mind their businesses very consciously and honestly. The King realizes what a
great harm Meed’s bribery to law has done to him in financial matters. And he makes
Conscience, Reason, Obedience his companion pledging never to eschew them from
then. A worthy King restores peaceful and stable reign hereafter. Langland has depicted
the political unrest at home in England and by the restoration of a deserving monarch, all
the financial and social problems are tackled; and a quiet, controlled rule began. Langland
insists that kind wit and reason should ‘rule all’.

Langland blames sloth and idleness as central sins which commonly mislead souls.
He satirises not only his age but also human race. E. Talbot Donaldson, an eminent
Langland scholar of the twentieth century, wrote in his emphasis on the individual—
‘was in advance of his own church and of his own nation—and, indeed, ofHimself’. In
his studies, Langland stood ‘a political and religious moderate ….conservative and
traditionalist’. Although he believed that the poem was composed to ‘reinforce traditional
ideas’ many other scholars debate Langland to be a mystic and revolutionary.

Check Your Progress

4. What does Langland’s ‘fair field full of folk’ portray?
5. Mention the two main parts of the Prologue to Piers Plowman.

6. How does passus 1 begin?

2.4 SIR THOMAS MALORY: LE MORTE D’ ARTHUR

Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (1469–70) was published in 1485 by William
Caxton. It was the first prose fiction of English literature. Published in an abridged form,
it depicts the life and chivalry of the legendary English King, Arthur. The rise and fall of
Arthur’s kingdom are symbolical of Malory’s own period and the rising conflicts in the
English society. The social corruption and the condition of the court and regal relations
during Arthur’s reign are reflection of what Malory saw in his days. Through the medieval
King Arthur’s dramatic story and adventures, Malory has tried to highlight  the very
agents that worked against Arthur: namely, the Arthurian tale reflects on the themes—
identity, fate, quest of life through a journey, family, incestuous relations inside a family,
romance, return, role of woman, chivalry and mystery, untold or supernatural. These
constructive and destructive forces are carefully drawn weaving a dramatic effect to
the life and empire of Arthur. The numerous characters shows Malory’s mastery of
handling all aspects of human nature: King Arthur’s role is of a chivalrous but tragic
protagonist; Lancelot is the most valiant and humble knight whose faithlessness falls as
a heavier blow on him; another loyal figure to Arthur is Sir Gawain who is otherwise
spiteful and deceitful; and, Queen Guinevere is a lady of courage, possessing power of
management and courtesy. However, she is jealous. Thus, Malory’s tale about Arthur is
full of intense characterization.
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Malory seems to have been impressed by paradoxes. He combines scenes with
happenings which build the edifice and make it fall at the same time. On May Day,
Merlin cleverly contrives the mass killing of all the children because they were born on
that date. This has been done to save Arthur’s life as Modred had planned his murder.
Rich lords are influenced to play against Arthur. The part of Lancelot, his crashed fate
and properties are future omen for Arthur’s tragic life. On reading the story, one can
anticipate the downfall of the great empire which has been depicted by the agents in the
legend such as Irish magic, miracles, false beliefs, Malory’s experience at the court and
society. Malory’s rationale behind this medieval legend is to suggest that the present was
looking at the past. It also reflected the past. Social turmoil in Arthur’s era was similar to
the situation of chaos widespread in Malory’s England.

Malory’s texts are available in different forms. The one printed by Caxton has a
lot of inconsistencies (1934), but it is closer to the author’s original manuscript with
irregularities and contradictions; and the other, which is regarded as the most authentic
is Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur compiled in The Works of Sir Thomas Malory edited
by Eugéne Vinaver in three volumes which is published by Clarendon Press, Oxford in
1947. A year later, it appeared in the revised edition too.

2.4.1 Summary: Le Morte d’ Arthur

The eminent medieval English writer Sir Thomas Malory’s noted prose work Le Morte
d’Arthur praises the great English King Arthur and his glorious reign. It is a tale of
Arthur and his knights at the Round Table. Arthur, born of King Uther Pendragon, is
nurtured in another household from where he regains his rightful place by doing the
magnanimous act of pulling the sword Excalibur from the stone. He is a valiant ruler, but
remains mostly engaged in war against his enemies. His wise counsel is Merlin who is a
magician. Arthur marries Guinevere, whose father has gifted the Round Table to Arthur,
at which 150 men can sit. Guinevere is almost every time present when a meeting is
called upon at the Round Table and she infuses moral strength by encouraging the
knights. In order to emphasize on chivalry, the author has especially recounted the history
of Sir Gawain, Sir Tor and Sir Pellanor.

Morgan le Fay, Arthur’s sister deceives him. On the contrary, a witch comes to
his aid, called Nineve: who is the disciple of the Magician Merlin. Nineve kills her teacher
in course of time, and then commences a series of battles between the Roman Emperor
Lucius and Arthur. Arthur returns home victorious with his knights. After some time,
Lancelot proves himself to be the best among the knights worldwide because of his
bravery and valour. By the same time, Sir Gareth, Gawain’s brother, settles his image of
a hero in his adventures. King Melyodas de Lyones’ son Tristam appears and the stories
recall his adventurous feats. Tristam kills Sir Marhault to unburden his uncle Mark from
a debt that he owed to King Angwyssh of Ireland. Consequently, Tristam falls in love
with King Angwyssh’s daughter Isode; but she marries his Uncle Mark keeping an extra
marital affair with the nephew. Mark decrees banishment to his nephew where upon
Tristam hides his identity to turn into ‘The Knight with the Black Shield’. Tristam fights
with Arthur’s knights and overcomes them victoriously; however, he is imprisoned and
falls sick. His duel fight with Lancelot after he runs away from the jail has been foretold
by Merlin. Henceforth, they become best friends.

Lancelot’s loyalty to Guinevere is shattered during his adventurous trip when he
encounters the Grail, murders a dragon and manoeuvres to beget a son Galahad by
sleeping with Pellas’ daughter called Elayne. When Guinevere comes to know about the
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affair, she banishes Lancelot from the court. Consequently, Lancelot wanders in his
grief to various places. Then Elayne through her father heals Lancelot using the Grail
and Lancelot comes back to Camelot and the Round Table. Eventually, his son Galahad
sets himself the worthiest knight. The knights Lancelot, Percival and Bors undergo an
internal change in their lone Grail Quest, whereas Ector and Gawain are declared impure
for this achievement. It was Galahad, who is discovered to be the worthy claimant for
the Grail Quest after the death of Sir Evelake. Bors joins King Arthur; Galahad is crowned
king until his premature demise; and Percival becomes a hermit. Lancelot and Guinevere
reunite as lovers. King Arthur acknowledges his wife’s infidelity, but prefers not to
disturb his peace of mind for that reason. Instigated by Agravaine and Mordred who are
his illegitimate progeny by Lancelot’s wife, he passes an order to set his wife ablaze at
the stake. But Guinevere’s is saved by Lancelot who takes her to his castle called
Joyous Gard. Launcelot kills Gareth and Gaheris, who are at the execution but are
unarmed. He then returns Arthur’s wife to him.

As a result, Lancelot and his disciples are sent to exile. Burning with anger against
Lancelot who killed his brothers, Gawain compels Arthur to plan an attack on Lancelot.
Arthur assures him to do so. In this way, when Arthur and Gawain are away, Mordred
usurps his throne and claims Guinevere as his wife. Mordred invades upon Arthur’s
army. Gawain is injured, and in a dream,  forewarns Arthur to stop the on-going battle.
Arthur emerges victorious, albeit wounded seriously. Mordred is murdered by Arthur
and the words of Merlin come true. Lancelot and Arthur’s wife fall ill and die soon after.
Constantine takes over the English throne where upon the disbursement of the Round
Table is done.

Brief Summary of Book-21

Let us now study in brief, the story as given in chapters 1–3. It was during the absence
of his father that Mordred declared himself the King of England and forced Queen
Guinevere to marry him. When Arthur heard about this after his arrival, he fought with
his son to set things right.  Meanwhile, Sir Gawain was dead having received serious
wounds by Lancelot in the battle, and was buried at Dover. It was Gawain’s ghost who
appeared to warn Arthur against his decisive war with his son Mordred. According to
him, Arthur would lose his life to his son if he were to confront Mordred in the war.

In chapters 4 to 7, Malory creates the dramatic milieu for the tragedy emphasizing
on the role of the destiny. Arthur sent a message of truce to his son for a month because
he remembered the foretelling of Gawain and his own dream. At the time of signing the
treaty, a sudden misunderstanding withheld the signing of the treaty and a huge battle
ensued claiming thousands of lives on both the sides. Arthur killed his son but was
himself deadly wounded in the battle. All Arthur’s Round Table warriors were sacrificed
except for Bedivere and Lucan. Bedivere threw Excalibur in a lake by the order of
Arthur. King Arthur died and was buried in the chapel and his wife became an abbess.

2.4.2 Book 21: Detailed Summary and Analysis

Chapters 1–3

Mordred, the son of Arthur, the King of England, with the help of framed letters revealing
the death of his father, gained a clever grip over his people, whereupon he became the
King of England usurping his father’s position. He addressed the Parliament to elect him
king because according to the proofs provided by him, Arthur was killed in a battle.
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Using his power, he not only dethroned his father, but also made a plan to wed Queen
Guinevere. Although, the queen, tried to escape on the pretext that she would have to
travel to London to purchase things needed for the marriage ceremony. When she returned,
she secured herself in a tower which compelled Mordred to capture it.

The Archbishop of Canterbury reminded Mordred of the heinous crimes which
he committed.  Firstly, the fact that he was born of an incestuous relationship; and
secondly that he forced his father’s wife to marry him. The Archbishop communicated
to Mordred that he had hurt the Almighty by committing sins. The Archbishop did not
disclose the secret that he was aware how Mordred had disseminated false news into
the country about King Arthur’s martyrdom while Arthur was still alive. Mordred, in
sheer anger, sought for extermination of the Archbishop, but fate aided him. The
Archbishop disguised himself like a hermit in Glastonbury and was never to be found.

Arthur heard the news of his son’s treachery, and planned for his immediate
return. Hearing this, Mordred attempted to kill his father at Dover. King Arthur was
known as a warrior to his subjects; and King Mordred was viewed as an epoch of
peace. An enormous war was fought between the father and his son at Dover where
Arthur’s armed force fell heavy on Mordred. Mordred had to withdraw and finally ran
away. Sir Gawain was wounded on head by Lancelot at the end of the battle. He
requested Lancelot in a letter that he should fight on Arthur’s side for his cause. He also
wrote that Lancelot should visit his grave and pray for him as he knew he was dying.
Upon his death, Sir Gawain was buried in the chapel within the precincts of the Dover
Castle.

In the second war between Arthur and his son Mordred at Barham Down, the
father made the son run away in shameless defeat. Mordred took shelter in Canterbury.
Finding Mordred to be inefficient and incapable, his countrymen began to lose faith in
him. However, this did not affect his military power as his armed force flocked greater
number of people from all pockets of England. These supporters were those who hated
Arthur and worshipped Lancelot. They did not like Arthur’s sentence of exile for Lancelot.
Two principles were clashing, and so were two people with each other.

Their next battle was planned at Salisbury. Arthur had a nightmare prior to the
war in which he saw himself fastened to a chair that was tied to a wheel close to a pool
full of dangerous creatures. The chair turned over and Arthur was plunged in the water
where he was overcome by serpents, water worms and beasts. It often indicated how
Arthur’s fate was prophesized beforehand.

He also had another dream where he met with his dead nephew Sir Gawain who
warned him clearly that the next battle at Salisbury would be the last battle of his life as
his son Mordred would murder him in that battle. Gawain hinted that Arthur must postpone
that war until Lancelot and his soldiers joined his army. Arthur called his council and told
them about his anticipatory dreams. They agreed to the idea of avoiding the war for a
month. Arthur sent a proposal to his son Mordred offering things and land to settle for a
month’s peace treaty. This proposal was carried via Sir Bedivere and Sir Lucan, his
knights of the Round Table. Mordred was offered Cornwall and Kent to stay peaceful
for a month.

Chapters 4–7

Arthur decided to see his son Mordred and sign the agreement for peace for which his
son had assented. Both of them prepared themselves for that meeting, however,
antagonism and distrust led them to keep their soldiers prepared for a fight, in case it
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took place. This suspicion became real when they met in the tent. An adder bit a knight
on the foot. When that knight took out his sword to kill the adder, the two parties, due to
misunderstanding plunged into a full-fledged battle. It was a deadly battle that left numerous
dead.When the battle subsided, Arthur saw only two of his Round Table knights alive:
Sir Bedivere and Sir Lucan. However, both of them were badly wounded.

King Arthur saw his arch-rival, Mordred moaning upon his dead men, and thought
it the fittest hour to strike him; but the two surviving knights cautioned him against his act
reminding him of his past dreams. Arthur thought of taking a chance and trying his
destiny. He struck Mordred with a spear and Mordred too, gave a heavy blow to his
father’s head before the latter breathed his last. The wound made Arthur’s condition
quite grave and critical. Bedivere and Lucan who were themselves extremely weak
because of the injuries inflicted on them during the war were unable to carry Arthur  to
a nearby chapel. Meanwhile, the scavengers at the battlefield tried to pilfer the dead of
their money and jewels. It renders the effect of pathos and irony into the prose and also
shows the social condition as well as the predominant human instincts.

While trying to lift Arthur, Lucan made his guts fall out of his body, and he died.
Arthur too, had a premonition of his approaching death which made him request Bedivere
to throw his sword Excalibur into the mysterious lake, and ensure it to him. Bedivere
could not muster enough courage to throw the beautiful and powerful sword, and preferred
to lie to the king; but Arthur understood his lie. He was again requested to do the same.
Finally, when the sword was thrown into the lake, a hand appeared to possess the
sword. The hand brandished it thrice and then delved into the deep water of the lake.
Bedivere related this miraculous happening to his King who was contented to hear it.
Bedivere took Arthur on his shoulders and back to the fringe of the lake. A boat came to
receive him consisting of four ladies—Queen Morgan le Fay, Queen of Northgalis,
Queen of the Waste Lands, and Nimue, the Damsel of the lake.

Morgan, wife of King Uriens of Avalon, is known as an enchantress with great
powers in the Arthurian legend. She is Arthur’s step-sister, born to his mother Lady
Igraine and her former husband Gorlois. In some of the Arthurian tales, Morgan played
the devil against him. She is considered as ‘an indirect instrument’ to inflict death on
Arthur who hated his wife, Guinevere. Even after reconciliation with her brother, she
displayed the power of a sorceress; and became the one who led Authur on his final
journey to Avalon. Queen of Northgalis, Nivetta is the daughter of Morgan who
accompanied her with other two sisters called Carvilia and Morganetta. She and her
sisters, equally wanton ladies like their mother, carried out their mother’s wicked plans.
This fairy queen was one of the four witches who overpowered Lancelot at the Chateau
de la Charette and forced him to choose one of them for his lady love.

Here, she came to pick Arthur to Avalon when Camelot met with its fall. Carvilia,
another sister of Nivetta, daughter of Morgan, accompanied her mother and sisters to
take Arthur in the boat to Avalon. Nimue too rode the same boat with Arthur. Arthur was
brought to the fate that was intended for him and it became clear by the question his
half-sister Morgan asked him. She said that he should not have been deserted for long.
The tale also suggests that these evil ladies have become successful in bringing down
Arthur to his fall. Bedivere puts Arthur into the boat and the women drive it towards
Avilion (Avalon) to make him healthy. Leaving Arthur to his fate was a fact difficult to
be borne by the honest knight Bedivere. He wandered in the forest the whole night with
a heavy heart to arrive at a chapel and hermitage the following morning where he saw
a hermit worshipping in front of a new grave. He discovered this hermit to be the
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disguised Bishop of Canterbury who escaped death by Mordred. Upon questioning the
hermit about the dead who was buried in the tomb, he replied that four women approached
the chapel yesterday night and asked to bury a body there. Bedivere swooned on that.
At this stage, the Bishop of Canterbury alias hermit did not make it clear whether the
dead man was Arthur or someone else, and this left enough space for conjecture that
King Arthur might still be alive.

Thereupon, the mysterious departure of King Arthur with those four enemy fairies
in a badly wounded state could not yet convince his countrymen that he was dead. They
believed him to be alive and expected he would return someday to rescue them and set
up a peaceful kingdom again. As Guinevere heard the news that her husband Arthur,
and his son Mordred were dead, she joined a nunnery and lived ever after. This incident
converted her from a sinful, wanton woman to a pious, honest abbess.

Chapters 8–13

Sir Lancelot comes to know about the battle between Arthur and his son Mordred in
France. He is extremely disturbed and angry to hear that Queen Guinevere was captured
in the Tower of London. When he received the letter of Sir Gawain which stated that he
should come to the aid of King Arthur, he did not lose a moment to embark on a journey
to England. During their halt at Dover, he and his fellow knights heard the account of
King Arthur’s death by Mordred. Lancelot was gravely moved by Arthur’s sad killing.
He then visited the grave of Sir Gawain. He prayed for peace to be granted to the
departed soul and went in the search of Queen Guinevere. Queen Guinevere, as she
came to know about his approach, met with a swoon instantly. On gaining consciousness,
she admitted that it was her love affair with Lancelot that had caused irrepairable damage
to their families and people of the kingdom.

She felt herself responsible for the murder of King Arthur and the fall of his
empire Camelot. Guinevere pursued Lancelot to agree to the fact that he would never
seek her in his lifetime and would drift himself apart at once. Lancelot vowed to her to
keep her words with a painful and sad heart. Lamenting on what had taken place; he
moved through the same forest and reached to Bedivere in the chapel where he served
as hermit. It was the same place where King Arthur’s supposed burial had been done.
Lancelot too, chose to turn hermit like the other two and thereafter lived as a priest.

Lancelot came from France without informing his kinsmen who, finding him absent
for a long period of time, were concerned and anxious to know of his whereabouts. Sir
Lionel came to find him but he was murdered. Many other knights (seven in number)
went out, but were unsuccessful, until Sir Bors discovered Lancelot at the hermitage.
He also joined their holy group there. Lancelot proved himself the best hermit in the span
of six years and the people wondered how once the most proficient knight of the world
could undergo this drastic change to become a holy man. One night, he saw a dream
where the Queen of Arthur, Guinevere acknowledged herself dead to him, and urged
him to bring her body from her abbey to be buried next to that of her husband.

Lancelot left on foot with the group of eight others to Almesbury to find out what
his dream had conveyed him. At Almesbury, they came to know that Guinevere had died
only thirty minutes before their arrival. They carried her body to the chapel where her
husband Arthur’s body lay; and he buried her as she had wished. It was a severe blow
to Lancelot who had lost interest in life. He found no inclination to have food or drink,
and spent meditating and grieving in front of their tombs all the time. This practice grew
him weak day by day. He died performing religious ceremonies and wished to be buried
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at Joyous Gard. The Bishop of Canterbury dreamt that Lancelot’s body had been carried
away by the angels. It was the night when he had died.

Lancelot’s men carried his dead body to Joyous Gard. His brother Sir Ector had
been ready there to perform the rites for him waiting for seven years to see his brother.
His fellows interred him as he had desired. They returned to the hermitage afterwards.
Sir Constantine, son of Sir Cador of Cornwall, was coronated the next English King
after Arthur.

Critical Analysis

The prose epic of Sir Thomas Malory, at times shows the historical truth to be embedded
in his text. It is the story of a powerful kingdom that crumbled down due to the arbitrariness
of human nature. By the end of the tale, it became clear that there were severe
disagreements among Arthur’s men. His team of knights was famous for their dedication,
unique companionship, esteem and power: all these qualities which made their bond of
brotherhood strong, was affected by friction, hostility, bitterness, doubt and enmity. King
Arthur and his most powerful knight Sir Lancelot also came to treat each-other as arch-
enemies and split their court and country due to their rivalry. Lancelot was made to seek
exile into France.

The climax of the prose epic is seen through the changes brought by envy and
spite of the two ‘unhappy’ knights, namely Mordred and Agravaine. The story moves
further as the knights are not ready to forgive their fellowmen and cleanse their hearts.
The slaughter of forty knights by Sir Lancelot on the day of his escape to set free
Guinevere tried Arthur’s patience after which he strongly hated Lancelot. What seemed
unpardonable was the heinous killing of Gareth and Gaheris, predominance of Gawain
and later, this made Arthur to settle with a peace treaty. There are many characters
here, in Malory’s prose epic, who can be seen as the factors responsible for Arthur’s
tragic fall, acting as an individual agent; but at the end, they all coincided together as a
whole to culminate and devastate his empire eventually ending with his destined mysterious
death.

The feel of tragedy is unlike those of Shakespeare or Marlowe. It conveys the
essence of a period high in historical achievement and grandeur which was lost. Those
who become hermits and even Arthur’s wife with her penitent spirit are representative
of penitent figures. The element of mystery and myth is also a very significant part of
Arthurian legend and Malory has done proper justice to its role whenever it was required.
The main theme of Arthur’s legend is displayed in the delineation of its spendour of
supreme reign where peace and love were the most important characteristics. It is
shown how the peaceful, glorious reign of the ancient King Arthur advocated goodwill
and brotherhood and it was different from the blood-thirsty, violent and self-centered
people who later ruled the kingdom.

The role of adultery and incest is not something which guides the principles and
thoughts of Arthur in hating his fellowman Lancelot; rather he is disturbed by Lancelot’s
betrayal of his comrades. He declared it loudly that for him the relationship of his wife
with another man was less important than losing a friend which he did in Lancelot. A
queen might be restored, but fellowship and trust could not. He believed in his knights
and their good relationship. They were his treasure. Unlike other literary texts, Malory’s
Arthur proves that relationship among men was of greater value to the King as compared
to the relationship of wife.
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The reason on which the tragedy is based is the jealousy that led Mordred to plot
against his father. Towards the end, the tale of Arthur laid stress on family issues which act
as the most important agent in framing his death. The main conflict of this epic rises from
the death of Gawain’s brothers and ends on the war between Arthur and his son Mordred.
The cause of the tragic fall of Arthur’s empire is the lofty ambition and disloyalty among
his men. While Arthur was in France battling for his motherland, Mordred feigned himself
a self-proclaimed king based on falsehood and treachery. Moreover, his ugly act of claiming
his father’s wife as king proved him an unworthy person which is manifestly told to him by
the Bishop of Canterbury. The decency in the prose tale can be witnessed by the fact that
the Bishop did not name him an undeserving person to sit on the throne until he did the
dishonouring act of forcibly trying to posess his father’s wife, which he could not.

Mordred is shown as the heir for the thrown; however, his character is represented
like a villain here. Arthur has no children with Guinevere. There were two step-brothers
of Mordred whose name occasionally appeared in the text. Thus, in the line of descent,
Mordred came next to Arthur. The Queen Guinevere was beautiful and was coveted by
all. Arthur valiantly won her from her father’s Kingdom in Wales; Lancelot won her
heart and became her lover: the cause which split the kingdom; and at last, Arthur’s son
held her as an auspicious object for a successful future reign, and took violent measures
to obtain her. She became the major cause of conflict between Arthur and Lancelot.
Her presence and beauty are of metaphorical value.

The element of supernatural in the culminating part of this prose epic acts as a
powerful agent. The entire tale seems to have a mythic plot behind: Arthur’s execution
was already prophesized by Merlin to which Sir Gawain’s ghost and Arthur’s own dream
became proofs. His dreams are symbolical as well, for he saw himself tied to a wheel,
and that may be interpreted as the wheel of fortune. Arthur was not supposed to attack
Mordred within the period of a month until Lancelot arrived for his aid from France, but
he did it; and as a consequence to it, he met with a deadly wound which sent him into the
hands of the four nymphs.

The mysterious lake took him where, none came to know, but only the four fairies
who were mischievous and powerful sorceresses. Supposedly, they came to bury Arthur
in that chapel, but how he died, and whether the body belonged to him, remained a
mystery. Like magic and sorcery, telepathy also plays a major role here: whether it is
seen through Arthur’s dreams, Lancelot’s dream about Guinevere’s death, or penance
done by Guinevere or Launcelot. The forest and the subsequent hermitage have a
symbolical and allegorical significance too: they seem to be barricading the world of sins
and a peaceful as well as secured place of existence across a night and the forest.
Wandering through the forest for the whole night and reaching the hermitage in the
following morning are suggestive of overcoming the worldly sins through self-criticism
and realization and finally reaching the state and ground for salvation.

Beside fate and destiny being handled by mysterious circumstances, we also see
the positive view of resurrection, incarnation or the strong idea of coming back again.
Arthur is regarded as a powerful source and saviour of human souls whose return is
expected and cherished: ‘once and future king’. In this manner, Malory’s prose not only
implants historical facts, but it also fulfils the intellectual satisfaction. His ‘Arthur’ is not
a man and a king only, it is a legacy, heritage which repeats itself in course of time to
change the force of the wind and give right direction to the misled generations. In Malory’s
tale of Arthur history unifies into myths; myths roll into facts; and facts loom human
existence and their expressions to form a beautiful and realistic human story.
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Arthur and his kingdom Camelot are impressions of a positive force that never
fades away. We may regard it as a utopian ideal here, in the presentation of Malory. His
prose epic also seems to give the lesson of patience and faith in favour of the goodness
and welfare of human beings, for whom the whole living structure is revolving day and
night. Malory’s history of Arthur sends the message of a virtuous past which people
must cherish and preserve to combat and overcome a chilling present.

Check Your Progress

7. When was Le Morte d’Arthur published?

8. Who was King Arthur’s advisor?
9. How does Mordred usurp the throne of England?

2.5 SUMMARY

 Geoffrey Chaucer had written The Canterbury Tales which is a frame story, or
a story within another story.

 William Langland is reckoned as one of the most famous authors from the Middle
English period of literature due to his work on alliterative poetry.

 Piers Plowman is a sequence of pursuits, a quest for answers as the dream
narrator Will moves from authority to authority.

 Le Morte d’Arthur is unanimously acknowledged as a magnum opus of imaginative
literature.

 Geoffrey Chaucer (1343–1400), one of the greatest poets of the Middle Ages, is
known as the Father of English literature.

 Chaucer informs us, within the Prologue, about the framework of the plot. A few
pilgrims get together in the Tabard Inn on their way to the shrine of Thomas
Becket at Canterbury Cathedral.

 Harry Bailey, the innkeeper, suggests that the pilgrims narrate a story on their
onward and return journey to pass time as well as entertain each other. He will
judge the stories and the best story will get a free feast from others. All agree to
the suggestion and the tales begin.

 The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales marks the attainment of Chaucer’s
ripeness as a poet. It is one of the most important pieces of literature ever written.

 The Wife of Bath is perhaps Chaucer’s most attractive character who has gone
down in the pages of history. The Wife of Bath has been interpreted by readers
as an image either of Chaucer’s misogyny or his proto-feminism.

 The tale of the Knight begins with the story of  Theseus, a prince, who
married  Hippolyta, the queen of Scythia.

 The two knights are so madly in love with Emelye, who is Hippolyta’s sister that
they fight with each other.

 Langland belonged to the decisive period of English letters called the Middle
English period (1200–1500).
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 Langland as a major contemporary of Geoffrey Chaucer, a poverty-stricken church
cleric minding low orders, is mainly known for his masterly alliterative long verse
composition called the Vision of William Concerning Piers Plowman or The
Vision of Piers Plowman.

 Planned on an epic scale, Piers Plowman begins with a Prologue and twenty
continuing passus, this beautiful work of art begins in the first person narration.

 Sir Thomas Malory’s Le Morte d’Arthur (1469–70) was published in 1485 by
William Caxton. It was the first prose fiction of English literature.

 The eminent medieval English writer Sir Thomas Malory’s noted prose work Le
Morte d’Arthur praises the great English King Arthur and his glorious reign.

 The prose epic of Sir Thomas Malory, at times shows the historical truth to be
embedded in his text. It is the story of a powerful kingdom that crumbled down
due to the arbitrariness of human nature.

2.6 KEY TERMS

 Heroic couplet: It is a traditional form for English poetry, commonly used in
epic and narrative poetry, and consisting of a rhyming pair of lines in iambic
pentameter.

 Satire: It is a technique employed by writers to expose and criticize foolishness
and corruption of an individual or a society by using humour, irony, exaggeration
or ridicule.

 Passus: It is a section, division, or canto of a story or poem, especially a medieval
one.

 Enchantress: This refers to a woman who uses magic to put someone or
something under a spell.

 Pestilence: It is a usually fatal epidemic disease, especially bubonic plague.

2.7 ANSWERS TO ‘CHECK YOUR PROGRESS’

1. The prominent works of Geoffrey Chaucer are Anelida and Arcite, The Parlement
of Foules and Troilus and Criseyde and The Canterbury Tales.

2. The Knight has been portrayed as a person who has participated in crusades all
over the world. He not only worships ideals like truth, chivalry, honour, freedom
and courtesy but also ‘loves them’. He is virtuous as he chases these models
consciously. The Knight is an excellent warrior and plans his actions amongst
people well. He exudes humility and not vainglory.

3. According to the religious order, the Friar is believed to survive by begging alms
from citizens. He is a cheerful, well-spoken and socially pleasing person. He also
listens to people’s confessions and arranges for simple penance from people who
pay a hefty amount for absolving their sins. He concurs that donating money to
Friars is also a true and tested way to penance.

4. Langland’s ‘fair field full of folk’ portrays men from every walk of life, that is, the
corrupt world and every profession of fourteenth century life.
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5. The two main parts of the Prologue are: the fair field and the rat’s fable.
6. Passus-1 begins with the discourse of the Holy Church.

7. Le Morte d’Arthur was published in 1485 by William Caxton.

8. The legendary wizard, Merlin, the Magician was the advisor and tutor of the
great King Arthur of England.

9. Mordred, the son of Arthur, the King of England, with the help of framed letters
revealing the death of his father, gained a clever grip over his people, whereupon
he became the king of England usurping his father’s position.

2.8 QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

Short-Answer Questions

1. What is Chaucer’s contribution to English language?
2. Write a brief account of Chaucer’s early life.
3. State how Chaucer’s characters are extremely fascinating and life-like.
4. Highlight the basic personal traits of the Knight in The Canterbury Tales.

5. Write a short note on the various themes of the poem, Piers Plowman.

6. State the autobiographical elements present in the poem, Piers Plowman.

7. Why is Lancelot and his disciples sent to exile in Le Morte d’Arthur?
8. What is the role of the supernatural element in Le Morte d’Arthur?

Long-Answer Questions

1. Discuss any characteristic feature of Chaucer’s characterization.
2. Discuss the basic literary features of The Prologue to the Canterbury Tales.

3. Describe the distinguishing traits of your favourite character in The Canterbury
Tales.

4. Evaluate the context in which the Summoner and the Pardoner are presented in
the tale. What inferences do you draw about the religious conditions of those
times?

5. ‘The allegorical poem Piers Plowman, is an outstanding example of the later
fourteenth century alliterative revival.’ Discuss.

6. Discuss William Langland’s Piers Plowman as a political satire.

7. Describe Piers Plowman as a dream allegory.

8. Analyse the importance of Book-XXI in the plot of Thomas Malory’s famous
prose epic Le Morte d’Arthur.

2.9 FURTHER READING
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UNIT 3 TRANSLATION FROM
MIDDLE ENGLISH INTO
MODERN ENGLISH

Structure
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3.1 Unit Objectives
3.2 Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales (Glossary of Words)

3.2.1 Knight’s Tale, I and II
3.2.2 Miller’s Tale
3.2.3 Reeve’s Tale
3.2.4 Wife of Bath’s Prologue
3.2.5 Nun’s Priest’s Prologue and Tale
3.2.6 Second Nun’s Prologue and Tale
3.2.7 Canon Yeoman’s Prologue and Tale
3.2.8 Manciple’s Prologue and Tale

3.3 William Langland’s Piers Plowman (Glossary of Words)
3.4 Malory’s Le Morte d’ Arthur (Glossary of Words)
3.5 Summary
3.6 Key Terms
3.7 Answers to 'Check Your Progress'
3.8 Questions and Exercises
3.9 Further Reading

3.0 INTRODUCTION

Translation is an important art which interprets two languages with equal deftness of
handling in theme and technical aspects of the medium whether it is prose, or verse. In
England, its native vernacular, particularly major dialects from different pockets of the
nation, took a long time to sift and form a national language. The Middle English period
in England counts four centuries in its rich span of literary texts and translations from
1100 to 1500. Five major dialects namely—Northern, Southern, West Midlands, Kentish
and East Midlands flourished in England which provided bounteous literature. This period
was a prosperous blend of letters and art. In this period, English language found its base
of forming a national language. ‘Englisc’ as it was called earlier during the Germanic
and Viking period, adapted French spellings and expressions after the Norman Conquest
in 1066. The language at this period was named ‘Norman French’ which was the language
of the educated class in England where the natives in common still shared Old English.
The mixture of Old English and Norman French is called Middle English.

It was in this period that a large part of the French vocabulary became a permanent
feature of the English language. The letter ‘c’ took place before ‘e’ in place of the old ‘s’
and the ‘qu,’ ‘gh’ and ‘ch’ phonemes entered into the English vocabulary. Such changes
were linguistically called ‘inflections.’ In the Middle English, almost every scripted letter
was sounded and the language made profound use of borrowings from as many languages
as possible owing to its cultural intermixtures. It was then that the ‘uniform word orders’
which mean the syntax having a subject, verb, function words, pronominal system, etc.
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were formed.  It was during this time that the East midland dialect of London was
proposed to be the main dialect for English. Latin was also the language used in public
business, religious matters, educational institutions, etc. Middle English came into being
as a simplified form of communication due to the urge of communication between the
Old English and the Norman French. Besides, the effects of migrations and invasions
were profusely felt on the native tongue.

Historically, Middle English is considered the age of transition in the development
of the English language. There was a marked change in the vowels in the Middle English:
‘i:’ of Old English became ‘e:’ of the Middle English; o: into ‘u:’; ‘bitela’ became ‘b¹tylle’
(beetle); ‘strica’ became ‘streke ’ (strike); ‘wice’ became ‘ weke ’ (week); ‘becwepan’
became ‘ bequethe ’ (bequeath); ‘melu’ became ‘ mele ’ (meal); ‘stelan’ became ‘stele ’
(steal); ‘brocen’ became ‘ broken ’ (broken); ‘hopa’ became ‘ hope ’ (hope); ‘nosu’
became ‘ nose ’ (nose); ‘wudu’ became ‘ wode ’ (wood); ‘duru’ became ‘dore ’ (door);
‘ehta’ became ‘eycte ’ (eight); ‘heh’ became ‘ he igh ’ (high); ‘hehpu’ became ‘ he ihpe ’
(height); ‘nah’ became ‘nauhte’ (naught); ‘hloehtor ’ became ‘lahter’ (laughter); ‘bohte’
became ‘bougte’ (bought); ‘dohter’ became ‘doughter’ (daughter); ‘dah ’ became ‘doh’
(dough); ‘ ynogh ’ became ‘ynough’ (enough), etc.

Within the span of Middle English, dialects and their spellings from different parts
of England did vary a lot. ‘y’ of Old English became ‘i’ into North and East Midlands, ‘y’
for West and South Midlands, and ‘’ in Kent. In the East Midland dialect, ‘ brycg ’ of
Old English became ‘brigge’ (bridge); ‘ycene’ became ‘kichene’ (kitchen), etc. The
change brought in ‘u’ in the dialects of the Western regions have been like this ‘blyscan’
became ‘blusche’ (blush); ‘cycgel ’ became ‘cuggel’ (cudgel); ‘styttan’ became ‘schutte’
(shut); ‘swylt’ became ‘swulch’/ ‘swuch’ (such); ‘ dr ifan’ became ‘driven’ (drive);
‘ bapian ’ became ‘bathen’ (bath), etc.

The Middle English period met with drastic changes in the formation part of the
language. It was then that the inflectional endings were cut short, especially of the nouns
and adjectives which denoted number case and gender had a changed pronunciation.
Even the verbs had undergone similar alteration. In this manner, muðum became muðun
and godum was spoken godun: the last m turned n. The vowels a, o, u, an, um were
made e. The Middle English plurals were indicated with s, es and en generally. According
to the earlier recommended change: blinda into blinde; blindan into blinde; singular glad
and plural glade, etc. In the pronouns, among the many forms of se , sea , bæt, in the
Modern English only the, that, tho (those in the Elizabethan era) have been continuing.
Bes , beos , bis were all used for the word ‘this.’

3.1 UNIT OBJECTIVES

After going through this unit, you will be able to:

 Understand the use of Middle English dialect

 Analyse the different dialects of English over various parts of England

 Discuss the meaning of Middle English terms used by Chaucer

 Discuss Langland’s use of Middle English vocabulary in Piers Plowman

 Analyse the meaning of Middle English terms and phrases used by Malory in
Le Morte d’ Arthur
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3.2 GEOFFREY CHAUCER’S THE CANTERBURY
TALES (GLOSSARY OF WORDS)

A

abedde in bed; to bed

abhomynable disgusting, detestable

abyde to wait, be patient

abye, abegge, abeye to pay for

accompte, acounte to count, reckon up, evaluate

accordaunt in accord with

acomplice to fulfil, satisfy

adoun downwards, down, below

aferd, afered afraid

affeccioun emotion, feeling, desire

afferme confirm

affraye (n) assault; outcry, uproar; fear

affraye (v) to startle, frighten, disturb

agaynward, ayenward back again

agaste to frighten; be frightened

ay always, forever; progressively

algate, algatis in all ways, entirely; all the time, continuously

als also, moreover; as

amende to remedy, correct; make amends

amyd, amydde in the middle of

amorwe in the morning; the next morning

anyght at night; by night

anon, anoon at once, straight away

apayd, apayed pleased, satisfied

aperceyve to perceive; comprehend

apert, appert plain, clear; not secret

aperteneth befits, is suitable to; concerns

areste, arresten to stop; seize, restrain

aright correctly, truly

array, aray preparation; arrangement; condition, appearance

assaye, asay to test, tempt

auctorite, autorite legal power; authority
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avaunt, avant to boast

avysioun, avision dream, vision

B

bale suffering, misery

benedicite (may God) bless you

benygne, benyngne gracious, kind; mild (weather)

berd beard; joke, trick

bet better, more

bidde to ask, beg; pray

byde to stay, remain, wait

bye, beye to buy, purchase

bifalle, befalle to befall, happen

biforn, byfore before, previously

bigyle, begyle to deceive, defraud, betray

biheste, biheeste promise

bisy, besy active, busy; occupied

bysynesse, besynesse work, activity, task

bistowe to give, bestow

bitake, betake to give, grant, hand over; entrust

bithynke, bethynke to think, reflect, imagine

bytymes, betyme soon, quickly

biwreye, bewrye to betray; reveal

bone, boone request, prayer

borwe to borrow

bote, boote advantage, help, benefit; relief, remedy

bounte, bownte goodness, virtue; kindness, benevolence

brenne to burn

breste to break, burst

bryd, bridd, byrde bird; girl, sweetheart

brode, brood wide, broad; large, spacious

C

cache, cacche, kacchen to grasp, seize

cas, caas situation, circumstance

caste to throw

chaffare trade, business; merchandise

charite Christian virtue of love, charity
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chaunge to change, vary

chere, cheere face; appearance, manner; good humour, kindness

cherl rough, common man

chese, cheese to choose, select

chide to criticize, scold

clene, cleene clean; pure, chaste

clepe to speak, say, call out; call ( a name)

clere bright, shining

compaignye, companye group; fellowship

comunly, communely commonly, ordinarily

confort, counfort (n) assurance, consolation; pleasure, delight

conforte, comforte (v) to encourage; console

conseil, counceil (n) a meeting, council; body of advisors

conseile, counceilen (v) to teach, instruct; persuade, advise

constreyne to compel, force

contenance, countenaunce behaviour; appearance

corage, courage heart, feelings; desire, determination; courage

coroune crown, garland

cors body, corpse

coveite to covet, desire

covenable suitable, appropriate

curteis courtly, refined, courteous

curteisie, curtesye courtliness, good manners

D

daliaunce sociable conversation; flirting

dampnable damnable, worthy of condemnation

debat, debaat quarrel, dispute; conflict

debonaire gracious, courteous; also, a gracious person

dede, deede action, deed

deef deaf

deye, dye to die

deme, deeme make a judgement, give a verdict

departe to separate, divide, break up

dere, deere honoured, dear, excellent, fine; expensive

derke dark

despit, dispit disdain, scorn
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destourbe to hinder, prevent

dethe, deeth death

devyne to guess, conjecture

dighte to prepare, arrange

digne suitable, fitting; honourable; proud, haughty

dignite worthiness, excellence

dynt, dent loud clap (of thunder)

disclaundre to defame, denounce

discrecioun sound judgement

dispende, despende to spend, waste (money, time)

dispoillen despoile to undress, strip; rob

disport, desport amusement, fun, pleasure

dom, doom judgement, opinion

doute uncertainty, doubt

draughte drink

drede, dreede (n) fear, anxiety

drede to be afraid; hold in awe or reverence

drenche to drown, sink, flood

dresse to place, put, arrange

E

eft again, another time; immediately

eke, eek also

elde, eelde age; old age

elles, ellis otherwise, else

emprise enterprise; difficult task

encres, encrees increase, growth

endite to write, compose

ensample, ensaumple example

entencioun intention, purpose

entende to plan, intend, strive

entente purpose, intention

er before, formerly

erste before, earlier

ese, eyse ease, comfort

esy comfortable
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estat, estaat state, condition; rank, social status

ete to eat

everemo, evermoo always, continually

everiche every, each

everydele, everydeel wholly, completely

expounen, expowne to explain, expound

expres clearly, explicitly

F

face face, expression, appearance

faile, faylen to fail, disappoint

fair well, neatly, courteously, pleasantly

fame reputation (good or bad)

fantasye imagination; fancy, desire

fare to go; act, behave

faste tightly, closely

fecche to fetch, bring

feyne to make up, invent, devise

feith religious belief; loyalty

fel, felle fierce, cruel

fer, far far, remote, at a distance

feste, feeste to feast, dine

fyn end, conclusion, outcome

fynde to find, discover

flessh human flesh; body; meat

flour flower; virginity

foo foe, enemy

folwe to follow

forme, fourme shape, form, appearance

forsothe truly, indeed

fortune chance, accident, destiny; fortune (personified)

foryeve to forgive

foule, fowle ugly

fre free, of noble status

fresshe new, unfaded, young; lovely; vigorous

fruyt fruit; product, result
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G

gaye joyous, merry

gentil noble, well-born

gerdoun reward

gyde to lead, direct

gyse custom, manner

gladde joyful, happy

gon, goon to walk

goodliche excellent, beautiful, pleasing

gost, goost spirit, mind; Holy Spirit; demon

gostly, goostly spiritually, devoutly

gossip god-parent; close friend

governaunce control, government; behaviour, manner

grace, gras divine favour; providence

gramercy thank you

graunte to grant, allow

grete, greet big, large; excellent, important

grevaunce annoyance, pain, sorrow

grone, groone to groan, complain

grucche to complain, bear a grudge

H

hap chance, fortune, luck

hardily, hardely certainly, surely; boldly

han to have

hede, heed, heved head

heigh, heye high, lofty

hele, heele health, wellbeing; prosperity; salvation

hende courteous, gracious, pleasant

hente to seize, grasp

herberwe dwelling place; harbour

herye to praise, worship

herken to listen to, hear

hertely heartily, sincerely

heste, heeste command, commandment; vow, promise

hete, heete, hote heat

hevene heaven
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hevye heavy; sad, gloomy

hewe colour, complexion

hidouse hideous, terrible

hye to hasten, hurry

hol, hoole whole, entire; unhurt, healthy

hom, hoom, ham home

honde hand

honge, hange to hang

hote, hoote, hat hot; intense, eager

hoten to be named, be called

housbondrye careful management, economy

I / Y (used as a vowel)

ich, y I (personal pronoun)

ydele futile, worthless

ylyke alike, equal, the same

in, inne in, within

ynogh, ynough, ynowe enough, sufficient

ire anger, irritability

irous angry

ysee to see

ywis indeed, surely

J

jalouse, jelous jealous

jape (n) trick, joke

japen (v) to joke, jest; deceive, mock

joly, jolyf merry, cheerful, playful; pretty, attractive

jolitee merriment, pleasure; passion; attractiveness

jugen, juggen to judge

juste fair; exact

K

kene, keene bold, fierce; keen, sharp

kynde nature, humankind, natural form; sort, species

kyndely, kyndelich natural

kirtel, kirtle tunic, simple gown

knave boy, male child; servant; peasant, villain
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knytte, knette to join, fasten together

kunne, cunne to know, be informed about; know how to

kunnynge, connynge ability, skill; knowledge, understanding; intelligence

L

labour effort, work

lay religious law, doctrine, belief

lak, lakke lack, want; flaw, fault

langage language, speech, words

lappe loose part of a garment, hem; pocket

large generous, bountiful

lasse, lesse less

laud praise

leche physician, healer

leye, leggen to lay, place

lemman, leman loved one, sweetheart, mistress

lere, leere to learn

lesen, leesen to lose

lewed, lewde ignorant, uneducated

lyen, liggen to lie, recline, remain

lyf life

lyke, lyche like, similar to

londe country, kingdom; farmland; land, the earth

loth, looth displeasing, hateful

lowe, logh, lough low, short; quiet, soft; low in rank, humble

lust, lest, list desire, wish; object of desire

lusty pleasing; vigorous, lively; eager

M

mageste majesty

maydenhede virginity

maister master; teacher

maistrye mastery, dominion; skill; admirable achievement

make mate, spouse

manace menace

manere, maneere manner, form, shape; way, means, method

matere, mateere physical matter; business, subject matter

maugree, malgre despite, in spite of
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mede, meede payment, reward; bribe

meynee household, attendants; troop of followers

merye, murye, myrie merry, cheerful, pleasant

mervayle, mervaille marvel, wonder

meschaunce misfortune, bad luck

meschief trouble, misfortune

myght power, strength

mo more, others

moeven to move

morwenynge morning, dawn

mot, moot must

mowe to be able

muche, moche, myche much, greatly

N

nay no

nameliche namely, especially

namo no more, no other

namoore no more, never again

narwe narrow, small

nat not

natheles, nathelees none the less, nevertheless

nede, neede need, necessity

nempne to name

nye, nyghe, neigh near; nearly

noo no (very emphatic)

noyse noise, sound, clamour

nombre, noumbre (n) number

nombren, noumbre (v) to count

nones, nonys occasion; that time, then

norice to nourish

O

o on

o, oo one

obeisant, obeisaunt obedient

obeisaunce homage, act of obedience

observance, observaunce duty; ceremony, rite, custom
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occasioun cause

office employment; role, function; religious rite

offren to make a regious offering

oft, ofte often, frequent, repeated

olde, oold old, aged

on, oon one

ones, onis, oones once

ordinaunce decree, order

orison, orisoun prayer

outen display, make public

outherwhile sometimes

owen to owe; own; ought to

P

page servant, serving boy

payen to pay

paraventure, paraunter perhaps, by chance

pardee, pardieux by God! indeed!

parfit perfect, complete

parten to divide, share, separate

pas, paas pace, speed

passioun passion, suffering, martyrdom; feeling, emotion

peyne, payne punishment, penalty; pain; effort

peple, puple, pepil people

perce to pierce

pes, pees peace

pile to rob, plunder

piled bald; thin, scanty

pyne pain, misery

plat, platte flat, blunt

pleye amusement, game

pleyne, playne to lament, complain

pleyne, playn clear, simple, sincere

plesaunce pleasure, amusement, delight

poure, powren to gaze intently, pore over; peep

poure, povere poor

prechen to preach
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preyen, prayen to pray, beseech, plead

pres, prees crowd, throng

prest, preest priest

preve, preeve to test; prove, demonstrate

pryme 6.00am; the hours from 6.00-9.00am

prys price, value; prize, reward

pryve, privy secret; private, confidential

propre (one’s) own; individual, peculiar
purveiaunce foresight, providence; arrangement, preparations

Q

quake to tremble

queynte ingenious, clever; tricky, contrived; pleasing thing

quelle to kill

quyke living, lively

quiten to pay; reward; pay back, be avenged

R

rathere, rathir earlier, sooner; rather

recchelees reckless, careless, negligent

red, reed (n) advice, counsel

red, reed (v) to read, study; advise

redy ready

refut refuge

regne, reigne kingdom, country

rekene, rekne to recount, tell; reckon, calculate

remembraunce memory

reneye to renounce

renne to run

renoun renown, fame

repaire return

repreven to blame, reprove

requeren to ask, request

resoun, reson, raison reason, judgement

retourne to return

reule, rewle (n) rule; code of behaviour

reulen (v) to rule, govern; conduct oneself

reven to rob, steal, take away
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rewen to have mercy on, feel pity for

riche rich, wealthy, splendid

roial, real royal

route, rowte company, crowd

routhe, rowthe pity, compassion; pitiful sight or occurrence

routhelees without compassion, pitiless

rowne to whisper

rude rough, wild; humble, ignorant

S

sad, sadde serious, sober; steadfast, trustworthy

sal shall, must

sapience wisdom

sauf safe, secure; except for, save for

savacioun salvation; safety, preservation

savynge except for

savour taste; smell

sawe saying; speech, what is said

scathe, skathe misfortune, pity

science knowledge, branch of learning

secree secret, confidential information

seyn, seyen to say

seken to seek, look for

selde, seeld seldom

sely innocent; hapless, wretched, poor

selve same

semblaunt semblance, outward appearance

semely, semly seemly; impressive

sentence meaning, significance; theme; opinion, decision

seson, sesoun season

seuretee, seurtee safety, security; pledge, collateral, guarantee

shamefast, schamefast modest; embarrassed

shende, sheend to ruin, destroy

shette to shut

shrewe scoundrel

syde side; behalf

sike, siken to sigh
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siker safe; sure, true, certain

sikerly truly, certainly

syn since

sithe, sithen since, since that time

sklendre, sclendre lean, slender; weak, feeble

slen, sleen to slay, kill

sleighe sly, cunning

sleighte, slyghte, sleghte trickery, cunning; adroitness, skill; ingenious plan,
trick

slepen to sleep

smal, smale small

smyten to strike; cut

sobre grave, serious; sober, abstemious

sodeyn sudden, unforeseen

softe gently, tenderly, easily

sojourne to remain, dwell

solace to comfort, give pleasure

solempne splendid, impressive; dignified, important

somdel, somdeel somewhat

somtyme once, formerly; sometimes, at times

sondry various, differing

sone, soone soon, quickly, immediately

sore, soore sore, painful

sorwe sorrow, lamentation

sothe, soothe truth

soveraynetee sovereignty, mastery

speche speech, talk, conversation

spede to succeed, prosper; hasten, hurry; help, give
success to

spende to spend, expend; pass time

spille to put to death, kill; die

sprynge to spring, rise up, leap

stat, statt condition, rank, estate

sterte to move suddenly or vigorously; leap; tremble

sterve to die

stevene voice

stif strong, hard
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stille motionless, still; quiet, silent

stynte to stop, cease (talking or an activity); hesitate,
delay

ston, stoon stone, gem; testicle

stonde to stand

stounde time, period of time

straunge, estraunge foreign, strange, unknown; distant, unfriendly

streit narrow, small

stryve to quarrel, contend

subtil, subtille, soutil ingenious, skilful

suffisaunt sufficient

suffre, soffre to allow, permit; endure, suffer

swich, siche such

swynke to work, labour

swithe quickly, immediately

swoote, swote sweet, sweet-smelling

T

tarien to delay, keep someone waiting; waste time

teche to teach

tellen to tell; count

thef, theef thief

ther, theere thare there, where

therwith with that, whereupon, immediately

thikke thick, dense; stout, sturdy

thogh though, although

thral, thrall enslaved

tyde tide (of the sea); time

too toe

to-breke to break in pieces, shatter

tobreste to break in pieces, shatter

togidres, togedere together

tomorwe tomorrow

tonne barrel, cask

tormentour tormentor, torturer

touche to touch; touch upon, be concerned with

toune town
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travaille, travayle effort, work; suffering

tresoun, treson, traisoun treason, treachery

tretee treaty, agreement; discussion, negotiation

trete to speak about, discuss; negotiate

trew, trewe true, faithful, honest

trouthe, treuthe loyalty to one’s word, fidelity; truth, truthfulness

U

undirtake to undertake, begin an enterprise; declare, affirm,
assert

unkynde unnatural, cruel

unkonnynge, unconnyng ignorant, unskilful

unnethe hardly, scarcely

unsely, unseely unfortunate, unhappy

untrewe unfaithful, untrustworthy

unwar unexpected, unexpectedly

usage custom

V

vanysshe to vanish, waste away

veyne, vayne idle, foolish

vengeaunce revenge, punishment

venquysse to vanquish

verray, veray true, faithful; genuine, real; pure, sheer; truly

verraily, verrayliche truly

vertu power; moral excellence, virtue

viage journey, expedition; business, undertaking

vileynye, vilanye rudeness; shame, disgrace; evil, harm, injury

vitaille food

voyden to expel, remove, get rid of, empty

voys voice

W

wayke, weyk weak

waille, waylen to wail lament; bewail, bemoan

wayte to wait, watch for; expect, desire

wake to be or remain awake; pray all night

wanhope despair
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war, ware beware; take notice of

wede, weede clothes, clothing

weder, wedir weather

wey, weye path, road; way, manner, means

weylaway, welaway alas!

weyve to abandon, give up

wel, wele, weel well; very much; very

welken, wolken sky

welle well, spring; source

wenche girl, young woman (of low birth); servant girl

wenden to travel, go, leave

wenen, weene to suppose, think, expect

wexen, waxen to grow, increase

whan, whanne when

wherefor why, for which reason

whil time, a short time

whit white; innocent, pure

whoso, whooso whoever, anyone

wy why, indeed

wyd wide, roomy

wydwe, widewe widow

wight creature, person, being

wyke, wowke, weke week

wykke wicked, evil; miserable

wyle stratagem, trick

wilne to wish, desire

wynde to wind, twist; clasp, wrap

wynnen to win, conquer, earn

wys wise, prudent

wisly, wisely certainly, surely

wit mind; intelligence, judgement

wite to know

withal, withalle withal, indeed

withstonden to withstand, resist

witnesse testimony, evidence

wo, woo woe
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wod, wode, wood mad, crazy

woodnesse, wodnesse madness

wombe belly, womb

wommanhede femininity, womanliness

wone (n) custom, habit

wone, wonen (v) to dwell

worthy respectable, worthy; distinguished, excellent

wrappe to wrap, cover, conceal

wrecche wretch, miserable person; exile

wreye, wrie to reveal, betray

wreken to avenge, revenge oneself

wrothe, wroothe angry

Y

yelden to pay; yield, surrender, give up

yeman yeoman, free-born servant; official

yer, yeere year

yerde, yeerd yard, garden

yerne quickly

yeve to give

yift, yefte gift

yis yes (emphatic)

yond yonder

yong, yonge young

yore, yoore long ago, formerly

Check Your Progress

a. Write the meaning of the following Middle English terms:

1. yelden

2. wyd

3. pyne

4. leche

3.2.1 Knight’s Tale, I and II

asterte escape

brydel, bridil bridle, reins
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chere, cheer(e), chiere face, facial expression

despit(e), dispit disdain, scorn

gentil(e) noble, well-born

hente(n) seize, grasp

lystes jousting or tilting fields; enclosed grounds for
formal combat

maugre(e), malgre despite, in spite of

mottelee multi-coloured; patchwork

parfit perfect; complete

pyne pain, harm, misery, suffering

socour(e), sokour succor, help

sote, soot(e) sweet-smelling

sterve(n) die

steven(e) voice, sound

trew(e) true, faithful

waymentyng(e) lamentation

wepne, wepen(e) weapon(s)

weylaway, wailaway, etc. alas!

wood(e), wod(e) mad, crazy

3.2.2 Miller’s Tale

cherl common man, peasant, ruffian

cokewold cuckold

daungerous standoffish, aloof, fastidious

deerne secret

joly, jolyf merry, cheerful, lusty, amourous

kultour plough blade

leman, lemman loved one, paramour, slut

lever(e) preferable, dearer (from ‘leef’ or ‘life,’ dear,
beloved)

pryvete(e) privacy, secrecy; secret; private affairs; private
(sexual) parts

quite(n) repay; pay back (with a vengeance)

rewe(n) have mercy on; feel pity for

sely happy, innocent, wretched, insignificant, ignorant

sola(a)s comfort, pleasure, solace

whether, wether a male sheep, a ram, a castrated ram
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3.2.3 Reeve’s Tale

cake loaf of bread

camus nose pug nose

capul horse

ese refreshment, food

grucche complain (cf. ‘grouch’)
herberwe lodging

ilhayl bad luck

poke bag

pyled bald

rowtyng snoring

smoterlich besmirched, sullied (in reputation)

throte-bolle Adam’s apple
warderere look out behind

yexeth belches

3.2.4 Wife of Bath’s Prologue

abroche open

auctoritee, autorite written authority; an authoritative passage

bishrewe curse

chaffre, chaffare merchandise, wares, trade

chepe buy

costage expense

engendrure the act of procreation

geste, geeste story, history

glose(n) interpret, explain (a text); flatter, deceive

hende courteous, handy, close at hand

kyndely naturally

maydenhede virginity

mete(n) dream (mette=a dream)

pleyne, playne lament, complain

purveyance, purveaunce,
purveiaunce foresight

shende destroy

soveraynetee, sovereignte mastery, sovereignty

the Apostle St. Paul

wexe(n), waxe(n) grow, increase
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3.2.5 Nun’s Priest’s Prologue and Tale

avantour boaster

biknew(e) makes, knows, confesses

catel property, possessions

chuk cluck

gargat throat

keen, kyne cows

losengeour flatterer

pyned tortured

recche interpret, care, be concerned for (“reckon”)
steven(e) voice

sweven(e) dream

woned dwelled

3.2.6 Second Nun’s Prologue and Tale

clennesse purity (clene = pure)

corones crowns

herye(n) praise

honestee chastity

lotynge in hiding

passioun suffering

quyken give life to

reneye renounce

thewes morals

unwemmed undefiled

3.2.7 Canon Yeoman’s Prologue and Tale

bitymes soon, quickly

byjaped tricked

elixer substance believed to transmute base metals to
gold; the ‘Philosopher’s Stone’

elvysshe mysterious

hals neck

induracioun hardening

mollificacioun softening

mortifye harden, make non-volatile

multiplicaccioun transmutation

quelle kill



Self-Instructional
Material 107

Translation from Middle
English into Modern

English

NOTES

slit ‘slideth’; slides, slips away
sublimed purified

3.2.8 Manciple’s Prologue and Tale

cokkow cuckoo (a reference to the cuckold)

fleen fleas

fneseth sneezes

ganeth yawns

hevynesse drowsiness

montance value

pose head cold

queen whore

rakel rash

unavysed recklessly

volage flighty, foolish

wantrust distrust

Check Your Progress

b. Write the meaning of the following Middle English terms:

5. brydel, bridil

6. deerne

7. capul

8. costage

9. gargat

10. elvysshe

3.3 WILLIAM LANGLAND’S PIERS PLOWMAN
(GLOSSARY OF WORDS)

abave confound

accidie sloth

affait train, prepare, tame, subdue

aliry across

anchorite hermit

aniente annihilate

anon soon, sometime, now and then

appair harm
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appose question

arne well up

assaye essay, test

auncel balance

auntre venture

aventure chance

bache valley

bale sorrow

baleys (n.) rod

baleys (v.) beat

barst burst

batandly hastily

bawd prostitute

bayard horse

beads prayers

be-low falsely accuse

belsire forefather

berne man

bicker fight

biknowe openly acknowledged

bisy busy

bolk belch

boll swell

boot succour, remedy, amends, advantage

bootles without spurs

borrel ill-educated

bosard oaf, idiot

botch boil, tumour

bothenes both

boun ready

bourder jester

boyes counsielle knave’s idea
brayn brain

breke break

breu brew

brevet indulgence

brokage deal, arrangement
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brouten/brouhten/brouhte brought

bummen taste

bunch hit

burde kind

busk prepare, go

buxom obedient

caban cabin

cachepol officer

caitiff villain, wretch

card comb

care grief

careful woeful

carien carry

carp speak

cas/caas case

caury-maury course material

caym cain

caytyves wretches

cene the last supper; supper

chamberer confident

chapelyns chaplains

chastite chastity

chattel wealth, property

chaumbre chamber

cheap business by buying or selling

cheaping market

cheve prosper

comsede began

congee dismissal (n.), dismiss (v.)

dynt blow

edifie build

eighen eyelid

fals doom to deye false condemnation to die

fare events

fecche to take

feere surprise, wonder

felly vehemently
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forbite bite through

fordo destroy

fraunchyse free condition

frayned asked

fynde find

galoches ycouped slashed shoes

gerlis children

gree prize

haubergeon mailcoat

hoved waited

justes joustes

kene sharp

kynd foryaf that throw it was granted

legge place

leme glow

lorel wastrel; wasteful person

lurdaynes villains

maistrie having upper hand, mastery

maugree his manye teeth despite his protests

ofraughte reached out to

paltok jacket

pardoun pardon

pelour accuser

preynte winked

prikiere horseman

prikye riding

recreaunt defeated

renk man

ruffe snored

ruthe mercy, pity

sharpe loudly

sotil cunning

sprakliche lively

sumdeel somewhat

tho then

tholed suffered

to wedde as a pledge
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unspered opened

virtue power

waggede shook

weetshoed without shoes

witterly for certain, for sure

wolleward shirtless

yede went

ygrounde sharpened

yilt admits

Check Your Progress

c. Write the meaning of the following Middle English terms:

11. prikye

12.  pardoun

13.    cachepol

14.   bummen

3.4 MALORY’S LE MORTE D’ ARTHUR
(GLOSSARY OF WORDS)

abbey a monastery or convent

anon soon

bain a bath

barge a large, flat boat

betwixt between

brachet a female hunting dog or hound

brethren brothers

candlemass an annual feast held for the Virgin Mary,
celebrating her purification

certes certainly

defect to desert from a cause or country

depredation destruction caused by robbery or looting

engender to procreate or to create

fealty sworn allegiance or faithfulness to a lord, master
or king

fountain a source of water, such as a spring or stream

gentlewoman a woman whose family has a high social position
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girdle a belt

gramercy thank you

griffin a mystical beast which has the head and wings
of an eagle, and the body of a lion

hart a red male deer

helm a helmet

hermitage the dwelling place of a hermit

holy ghost third deity of the holy trinity; also called the holy
spirit

host a vast army

kin family

laying waste destroying

liege a lord or ruler to whom one owes loyalty and
service

maidenhead virginity

mantle a sleeveless clock or cape

necromancy the art of divination by communicating with the
dead

paramour a lover

pavilion a large and elaborate tent

pentecost a Christian celebration held after Easter,
commemorating the moment when the holy spirit
descended into the Apostles

pommel the hilt of a sword

sally forth rush out suddenly in an attack

samite heavy silk worn during the middle ages

sangreal the bowl or cup Jesus Christ used at the last supper

scabbard a sword’s sheath, or holder
Sir Bors Sir Bors de ganis, Launcelot’s cousin and the son

of King Bors

Sir Lyonel another of Launcelot’s cousins
smite/smote to hit hard with a hand or weapon; ‘smote’ is the

past kense of the verb

squire a young noble who serves and is trained by a
knight

sue appeal; beg

swoon to faint

tarry to delay or to wait

truage a pledge of peace made by paying a tax or tribute
to a higher secular authority
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truncheon the broken shaft of a spear

twelevemonth a year

usurp to seize power without proper claim

vessel in the context of the epic, a cup or bowl

void a vacancy

yield to surrender oneself

Check Your Progress

d. Write the meaning of the following Middle English terms:

15. fealty

16. pommel

17. truncheon

18. depredation

3.5 SUMMARY

 Translation is an important art which interprets two languages with equal deftness
of handling in theme and technical aspects of the medium whether it is prose, or
verse.

 Middle English period in England counts four centuries in its rich span of literary
texts and translations from 1100 to 1500.

 Five major dialects namely— Northern, Southern, West Midlands, Kentish and
East Midlands flourished in England which provided bounteous literature.

  In this period, English language found its base of forming a national language.
‘Englisc’ as it was called earlier during the Germanic and Viking period, adapted
French spellings and expressions after the Norman Conquest in 1066.

 It was in this period that a large part of the French vocabulary became a permanent
feature of the English language. The letter ‘c’ took place before ‘e’ in place of the
old ‘s’ and the ‘qu,’ ‘gh’ and ‘ch’.
 In the Middle English, almost every scripted letter was sounded and the language

made profound use of borrowings from as many languages as possible owing to
its cultural intermixtures.

 Middle English came into being as a simplified form of communication due to the
urge of communication between the Old English and the Norman French. Besides,
the effects of migrations and invasions were profusely felt on the native tongue.

 Historically, Middle English is considered the age of transition in the development
of the English language. There was a marked change in the vowels in the Middle
English.

 It was then, the inflectional endings were cut short, especially of the Nouns and
Adjectives which denoted number, case and gender had a changed pronunciation.

 The Middle English plurals were indicated with s, es and en generally.



Self-Instructional
114 Material

Translation from Middle
English into Modern
English

NOTES

3.6 KEY TERMS

 Phoneme: A phoneme is one of the units of sound that distinguish one word from
another in a particular language.

 Middle English: Middle English (ME) refers to the varieties of the English
language spoken after the Norman Conquest (1066) until the late 15th century.

 Old English: The language of the Anglo-Saxons (up to about 1150), an inflected
language with a Germanic vocabulary, very different from modern English.

3.7 ANSWERS TO ‘CHECK YOUR PROGRESS’

a. 1. to pay; yield, surrender, give up

2. wide, roomy

3. pain, misery

4. physician, healer

b. 5. bridle, reins

6. secret

7. horse

8. expense

9. throat

10. mysterious

c. 11. riding

12. pardon

13. officer

14. taste

d. 15. sworn allegiance or faithfulness to a lord, master or king

16. the hilt of a sword

17. the broken shaft of a spear

18. destruction caused by robbery or looting

3.8 QUESTIONS AND EXERCISES

1. Discuss the use and variation of Middle English throughout Chaucer’s The
Canterbury Tales.

2. Discuss in brief the Middle English vocabulary in Malory’s Le Morte d’ Arthur.
3. State some of the important Old English terms used in Langland’sPiers Plowman.

4. ‘Middle English is considered the age of transition in the development of the
English language.’ Discuss.
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3.9 FURTHER READING

Lewis, Robert E. 1999. Middle English Dictionary. The University of Michingan Press.

Stratmann, Henry Francis. 2014.A Middle English Dictionary. USA, Literary Licensing,
LLL.
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