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The sub t i t l e  of th i s  paper  might  wel l  be 
"After Ruth Crosby," to honor the scholar who 
f i r s t  described fo r ty  years ago the extent of 
o ra l  performance of medieval na r ra t i ve .  Since 
that  important a r t i c l e  f i r s t  appeared i n  
S p e c ~ l u m , ~  many advances have been made-- 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  b y  anthropologists, fo lk lor is ts ,  soci- 
o l ingu is ts ,  and speech act therapists-- in our  
unders tand ing of o ra l  transmission and  recep- 
t ion.  The last  two d isc ip l ines had  not even been - thought of as d isc ip l ines i n  1936. 

Crosby I s  fo l  low-up a r t i c l e  on "Chaucer and  
the Custom of Oral  De l i ve ryu2  l i s t s  a great  many 
instances i n  which the poet 's  language indicates 
that  he expected h i s  mater ia ls  to be performed 
a loud as well  as s i l en t l y  read;  "reddeu and  - "tolde, " she found, a re  used ind iscr iminate ly  . 
The da ta  base i s  va luab le .  But i n  the l i g h t  of 
what we now know about o ra l  performance and 
o ra l  I i te ra ture ,  both Crosby I s  ra t iona le  and  
methodology a re  naive.  She attempted to 
demonstrate, by  i den t i f y i ng  several of Chaucer's - rhe to r i ca l  p loys w i th  those of popu la r  romance 
wr i te rs  of the day, that  he w a s  therefore a 
popu la r  and  a n  o ra l  poet. They read aloud; 
Chaucer 's work, which has many of the same 
f igu res  of rhetor ic,  must therefore also have 
been read aloud. !More questionable i s  her  as- 
sumption that  ce r ta in  repe t i t i ve  words and 
phrases--stock beg inn ings and  closings, descrip- 
t i v e  phrases, stock explet ives and other 
formulas, and  tags--conclusivel y ind ica te  o ra l  



de l i ve ry .  I n  th i s  way she ant ic ipates the c la ims 
of the Parry-Lord d isc ip les  who found o r a l i  t y  
wherever they found repet i t ion.  But wh i le  those 
c la ims have now been modified, and we now 
recognize tha t  repet i t ion i s  not an  i n f a l l i b l e  in- 
dex of o ra l  composition, i t  would be a f ac i l e  
mistake to dismiss Crosby 's  ideas en t i re l y .  I n  
t h i s  paper I would l i k e  to fol low through on the 
thoughtfu l  beg inn ing she made, and po in t  out  
several modes of invest igat ion ava i l ab le  to us 
since her a r t i c l e  appeared in 1935, which she 
could not have exploi ted because they have jus t  
recent l y been developed. 

One of Crosbyls conclusions, which seems 
fundamental to us now, i s  that  " i n  the X idd le  
Ages the mass of the people obtained t he i r  
knowledge of l i t e ra tu re  through hear ing  others 
read o r  rec i te  r a the r  than through read ing  to 
themselves.. . [and]  tha t  wr i te rs  of t h i s  per iod re-  
a l  ized t h i s  condi t ion and  because of i t  addressed 
the i r  hearers as well as the i r  readers.113 And 
my assumption i s  that ,  w i th  Chaucer's work as 
well, the Cantebury Tales were known to many 
more people o r a l l y  than i n  manuscr ipt .  Why 
should we t h i nk  otherwise? Was Chaucer d i f -  
ferent from every other poet of h i s  day i n  t h i s  
respect? The percentage of l i t e ra te  people i n  the 
fourteenth century and  the level of I i teracy 
(po in ts  which Crosby d i d  not develop),  argue for  
the frequency of o ra l  de l i ve ry  of much of 
Chaucer 's poetry.  

Crosby notes that  the chan t ing  and a loud 
rec i ta t ion  of na r ra t i ves  was "the almost in -  
ev i iab le  accompaniment of feast ing,"  and  tha t  
stories were also to1 J d u r i n g  nobles' le isure 
time and  journeys, and  that  minst re ls  f requent ly  
sang fo r  "common people'? on the streets of 
v i  l lages and towns.4 Fro issar t  read a loud to 
smal l court1 y audiences; Petrarch had  h i s  works 
read p u b l i c l y  b y  others whi le  he was i n  the 
airdience so that  he could c r i t i c i ze  h i s  own cre- 
at ions;  and Gower "seems to imply' :  that  he 



knows h i s  Ba l l ades  w i l l  be  r e a d  a l o u d e 5  I n  the  
Confessio Amantis, I V ,  2794-5, he wrote, 

Or r l l e s  t h a t  her l i s t  camaunde 
To rede and here  of T r o i l u s .  . . . 6 

I n  the Bruce, Bk 1 1 1 ,  435-37, Ba rbour  descr ibes 
another  a u r a l  s i t u a t i o n :  

The k i n g ,  the  q u h i l i s ,  meryly, 
Red  t o  thaim,  t h a t  was h i m  by, 
Romanys o f f  worthi ferambrace. 

7 

The romances a g a i n  a n d  a g a i n  i nd i ca te  t h a t  
t h e i r  au tho rs  meant them to be  read;  to t a k e  
j u s t  two examples, Athelston beg ins  w i t h  

II "Lystnes, l o r d y i n g s  t h a t  ben hende,I1 a n d  Le 
Morte A r t h u r  opens w i t h  the i n junc t i on ,  " l o r d i n g s  
tha t  a r  leff a n d  dere , / l ys teny th  a n d  I  s h a l l  you 
t e l l  ." The n a r r a t o r  in P ie rs  Plowman lamented 
t h a t  once f i rep laces rep laced cen t ra l  hearths,  
people h a d  no focal  po in t  f o r  t e l l i n g  s tor ies  a s  

C they once had.8 
A more con t rove rs ia l  example i s  the  i l -  

l u s t r a t i o n  f rom the Corpus C h r i s t i  Manuscr ip t  61 
d e p i c t i n g  Chaucer " reading1'  to  a court1 y aud i -  
ence. "Recit ing" to a c o u r t l y  audience be t te r  
descr ibes t h i s  convent ional ,  h i g h l y  s t y l i z e d  i l- 

w l us t ra t i on ,  s ince there i s  no  manuscr ip t  on  the  
lectern-sty le s t r u c t u r e  in f r o n t  of him, a f a c t  
t h a t  has  led  one medieva l is t  to remark  to me 
tha t  h i s  theory of memorial r e c i t a t i o n  i s  sup- 
po r ted  b y  t h i s  de ta i  I .  Perhaps so. The mannered 
aspects of t h i s  p i c t u r e  demand t h a t  we approach - genera l i za t i ons  about  the reader  a n d  h i s  a u d i -  
ence w i t h  caut ion .  O n  the o ther  hand,  i t s  s t y l i -  
za t i on  does not a p r i o r i  i n v a l i d a t e  a n y  observa-  
t ions  one might  make; even s t y l i z e d  p i c t u r e s  may 
have  cons iderab le  bases in observed behav ior .  
Several of the audience a r e  shown in a conven- 

1 t i ona l  garden;  a cas t l e  i s  backgrounded.  But, 
t a k i n g  the s t y l i z a t i o n  i n to  account, we c a n  
nevertheless deduce something of the n a t u r e  of 



Chaucer 's  performance, a n d  something of h i s  
i n te rac t i on  w i t h  h i s  l i s teners .  

As Professor Edmund Reiss has  recen t l y  w 
demonstrated, in h i s  paper  on "Chaucer a n d  
La te  Medieval 'Hear ing  a n d  Reading, "' medieval  
au tho rs  p repared  t h e i r  n a r r a t i v e s  w i t h  bo th  
modes o f  p resenta t ion  i n  Chaucer cau t ions  
h i s  audience ( h i s  readers?)  t h a t  he  w i l l  t e l l  
h i s  t a l e  exac t l y  as  i t  happened, o f fens ive  v 
though t h a t  may be:  

And t h e r f o r e ,  whoso l i s t  i t  n a t  h y e e r e ,  
T u r n e  o v e r  t h e  l e a f  a n d  c h e s e  a n o t h e r  t a l e .  . . . 

( I  3176-3177) 

For the l i te ra l -minded the  metaphor o f  the book w 
i s  to  be  taken l i t e r a l l y .  But  even i f  t h i s  i s  so, 
a n d  " tu rne  over  the leef f f  i s  not a metaphor, 
about  s i x t y  l i nes  e a r l i e r  the n a r r a t o r  has  ob- 
served of the K n i g h t ' s  Ta le  ti-rat none among 
the P i l g r i m s  

(I . . . n e  s e y d e  i t  was a  n o b l e  s t o r i e  
And w o r t h y  f o r  t o  d r a w e n  t o  memor ie ,  . . . ( I  3111-3112) 

Chaucer ( t h e  P i l g r i m )  has  o r a l  d e l i v e r y  i n  m i n d  
when he  beg ins  h i s  Ta le  of Melibee: 

T h e r f o r e ,  l o r d y n g e s  a l l e ,  I y o u  b i s e c h e ,  
I f  t h a t  y o u  t h y n k e  I  v a r i e  a s  i n  my s p e c h e ,  
As t h u s ,  t h o u g h  t h a t  I t e l l e  somwhat  moore  
O f  p r o v e r b e s  t h a n  y e  h a n  h e r d  b i f o o r e  

* * * * *  
And t h e r f o r e  h e r k n e t h  w h a t  t h a t  I s h a l  s e y e ,  
And l a t  me t e l l e n  a 1  my t a l e ,  I p r e y e .  

( V I I  953-956,  965-966) 

Af ter  Chaucer the !Jarrator h a s  descr ibed 
h i s  fe l low p i l g r i m s ,  he  beg ins  a lengthy  pre-  
amble to t h e i r  ta les laced w i t h  references to  
"tel  le, " to "seyeW--to o r a l  d e l i v e r y  : 

Now h a v e  I t o o l d  y o u  s o o t h l y ,  i n  a  c l a u s e ,  
T h l e s t a a t ,  t h ' a r r a y ,  t h e  nombre ,  a n d  eek  t h e  c a u s e  
Why t h a t  a s s e m b l e d  was t h i s  c o m p a i g n y e  
I n  S o u t h w e r k  a t  t h i s  g e n t i l  h o s t e l r y e  



The h i g h t e  t h e  T a b a r d ,  f a s t  b y  t h e  B e l l e .  
B u t  now i s  t yme t o  yow f o r  t o  t e l l e ,  

How t h a t  we b a r e n  u s  t h a t  i l k e  n y g h t ,  

Whan we w e r e  i n  t h a t  h o s t e l r i  a l y g h t ;  

And a f t e r  w o l  I t e l l e  o f  o u r e  v i a g e  
And a 1  t h e  r e m e n a u n t  o f  o u r e  p i l g r i m a g e .  

B u t  f i r s t  I p r a y y o w ,  o f  y o u r e  c u r t e i s y e ,  

T h a t  y e  n ' a r e t t e  i t  n a t  my v i l e y n y e  
Thogh t h a t  I p l e y n l y  s p e k e  i n  t h i s  m a t e e r e ,  
To t e l l e  yow h i r  w o r d e s  a n d  h i r  c h e e r e ,  
Ne t h o g h  I s p e k e  h i r  w o r d e s  p r o p r e l y .  
F o r  t h i s  y e  knowen a 1  s o  we1 as  I ,  
Whoso s h a l  t e l l e  a  t a l e  a f t e r  a  man, 
He m o o t  r e h e r c e  a s  n y  as  e v e r e  h e  k a n  
E v e r i c h  a  word ,  i f  i t  b e  i n  h i s  c h a r g e  
A1 s p e k e  h e  n e v e r  s o  r u d e l i c h e  a n d  l a r g e ,  
Or  e l l i s  h e  moo t  t e l l e  h i s  t a l e  u n t r e w e ,  
Or  f e y n e  t h y n g ,  o r  f y n d e  w o r d e s  newe. 
He may n a t  s p a r e ,  a l t h o g h  h e  w e r e  h i s  b r o t h e r ;  
He moot  as  we1 s e y e  o  w o r d  an a n o t h e r .  
C r i s t  s p a k  h y m s e l f  f u l  b r o d e  i n  h o o l y  w r i t ,  
And we1 y e  w o o t  n o  v i l e y n y e  i s  i t .  . . . ( I  7 1 5 - 7 4 0 )  

An o r a l  presentat ion of n a r r a t i v e  c a l l s  in to  
question our  assumptions about the Cantebury 
Tales as f i xed  texts: were they, in Chaucer's 
onstage read ing,  t ransact ional  guide1 ines 
between speaker and audience? This question 
must be asked despite Chaucer's "Wordes Unto 
Adam," a poetic p lea to h i s  scr ibe to be t rue 
to the poet 's  in tent  and  word. I f  w r i t i n g  were 
the on ly  mode of transmission f o r  nar ra t i ve ,  we 
would be ab le  to be more categor ical  about the 
impl icat ions of t h i s  poem; bu t  since i t  i s  ques- 
t ionable  whether the "text" of the Tales, when 
presented aloud before an  audience, was f ixed,  
the in junct ion to Adam would seem to app ly  to 
one mode on ly .  D id  Chaucer feel one way about 
the f i x i t y  of h i s  verse when he had  wr i t ten  i t  
f o r  Adam to t ranscr ibe,  and another when he 
was rec i t i ng?  I can bel ieve that  he would not 
want h i s  scr ibe to a l t e r  a s ing le  le t ter  of w r i t -  



ten verse, a l t hough  he  would h a v e  n o  com- 
punct ion  about  m a k i n g  such changes in a p u b l i c  
read ing .  He was, a f t e r  a l l ,  the maker,  a n d  
reserved the r i g h t s  to such modi f i ca t ions .  

When Chaucer ians h a v e  theor ized about  the  
o r a l  performance of t h e i r  mas te r ' s  verse, they 
have  almost i n e v i t a b l y  sc ru t i n i zed  the text-- the 
product .  And t h i s  i s  n a t u r a l  enough f o r  people 
hab i tua ted  to n a r r a t i v e  in p r i n t .  But  there i s  
more to o r a l  performance t h a n  the text ,  as P a r r y  
and  L o r d  showed us. Chaucer must have  i n t e r -  
acted w i t h  h i s  I is teners in c e r t a i n  i d e n t i f i a b l e  
ways, and t h i s  immediate s i t u a t i o n  af fected h i s  
performance. Also, because he was speak ing  to 
responding l is teners,  r a t h e r  than  w r i t i n g  f o r  
them, the medium of communicat ion i s  o ther  t h a n  
book readers  u s u a l l y  consider .  These aspects 
of the performance of the Can te rbu ry  Tales-- 
s i t u a t i o n  a n d  medium--w i l l be  my concern here. 

I w i l l  not o f fe r  many answers a n d  solu-  
t ions a t  t h i s  time, b u t  w i l l  suggest o n l y  a few 
of the quest ions wh ich  advances in  the soc ia l  
sciences now enab le  u s  to ask .  I would l i k e  to 
beg in  b y  recons t ruc t i ng  the s i t u a t i o n  in  wh ich  
the Canterbury  Ta les  were rec i ted  to a n  audience 
b y  a tel  le r ,  p r e f e r a b l  y--but not  necessari  I y-- 
Geoffrey Chaucer. To those of u s  who a r e  

In I i terature-as- f ixed- text ,  t h i s  i n terested * 

r e c i t a t i o n  w i l l  have  o n l y  s l i g h t  importance. To 
Chaucer a n d  the admi re rs  o f  h i s  poet ry  in h i s  
time, o r a l  d e l i v e r y  was the  mode b y  wh ich  h i s  
"hei ghe sentence'' a n d  "sol ace" were usua l l  y i m- 
pa r ted .  

W h a t  was Chaucer 's  r e l a t i o n s h i p  to h i s  
immediate audience? No doubt  t h i s  var ied ,  even 
w i t h  each performance, b u t  several  i n v a r i a b l e s  
may be in fe r red :  the tastes, s tatus,  ar id a t -  
t i tudes ( re l i g ious ,  p o l i t i c a l ,  epistemological ,  
h i s t o r i c a l )  of h i s  audience were l i k e l y  constants,  
as wel l  as  t h e i r  a t t i t u d e s  toward  the poet, 
determined in p a r t  b y  h i s  s ta tus  v i s -8 -v i s  
the i rs ,  and  the fac t  t h a t  he  was pe r fo rm ing  f o r  



the i r  amusement and, i f  possible, the i r  ed i f  ica- 
t ion. What status and ro le  s i tuat ions pre- 
existed when Chaucer stepped before h i s  roya l  
l is teners to read to them from h i s  handheld 
work ing manuscript? 

This interaction--or perhaps the lack of 
i t ,  which would be an equal ly  important 
factor--would have an  impact on the text .  Was 
there conversation before Chaucer began 
reading? Did i t  continue du r i ng  h i s  rec i ta t ion 
and i f  so, to what extent and i n  what key? 
I w i l l  conjecture here that  i t  does not seem 
p laus ib le  that  the poet--Chaucer o r  anyone-- 
performed to a hushed, a t tent ive audience, such 
as would at tend a concert today. We have a l l  
been to concerts of medieval and renai  isance 
music: we s i t  motionlessly and s i len t l y  d u r i n g  
the performance by  musicians who a re  ac- 
customed to rap t  attention. A t  the appropr ia te  
time we applaud; the musicians re l ax  u n t i l  the 
applause ends, and w i l l  even r i t u a l l y  
acknowledge th is  acclaim. When the audience 
s ignals  i t s  readiness to the concert 's resump- 
tion, the music recommences. Surely th is  
formal, h i gh l y  structured, and elaborate1 y 
framed procedure d i d  not obta in  a t  Chaucer's 
reading,  as i t  ce r ta in ly  d i d  not app ly  to the 
musicians at  the courts he attended. 

The Corpus Chr is t i  i l l u s t ra t i on  shows the 
audience i n  var ious postures, engaged in v a r i -  
ous social interactions, bu t  ha rd l y  any of them 
are  l is ten ing to the speaker. W h i  le no conclu- 
sions can be drawn w i th  photographic certa in-  

ty ,  we should never conclude that  h i s  audience 
sat before Chaucer, enthral led.  No doubt some 
d id ;  others may have been d is t racted from time 
to time ( i t  is, a f te r  a l l ,  an  outdoor read ing ) ;  
others may not have been interested a t  a l l  
Chaucer's reputat ion among h i s  near con- 
temporaries indicates, however, that  most d i d  
pay at tent ion.  I f  they d i d  not there would be 
l i t t l e  interact ion;  and i f  that  were true, e i ther 



Chaucer plodded through h i s  text hoping on ly  
fo r  i t s  end, o r  he would have pu l l ed  out 
several stops to l i ven  h i s  performance, as w 
Par r y  and Lord observed among the guslars 
i n  Yugoslavia. 

D id  Chaucer 's audience t a l k  d u r i n g  the 
reading,  as i n  the Corpus Chr is t i  manuscr ipt? 
And what about? The story a t  hand, o r  some 
gossip a t  court? From what we know of s im i l a r  .I 

situat ions i n  the la te  Middle Ages, conversation 
went on d u r i n g  the reading,  and one o r  two 
i n  the audience may even have ca l led  out  com- 
ments, possib ly expecting the poet 's  rep1 y .  
Even more l i ke l y  i s  the discussion that  would 
have followed each ta le  o r  each subdiv is ion w 
wi th  such na r ra t i ves  as the Kn igh t ' s  Tale, the 
Squi re 's  Tale, o r  the Canon Yeoman Tale. I  
imagine that  d u r i n g  these pauses Chaucer would 
have elaborated on some po in t  o r  other, would 
have c l a r i f i e d  others, and  debated s t i l l  others 
( f o r  example, whose deed was the noblest) w i t h  w 
h i s  l isteners-- i t  was a contentious age. 

What was the ro le,  then, of in teract ion 
i n  performance? We can on ly  adumbrate, of 
course, bu t  i t  has to have been much greater  
than, say, in teract ion a t  a read ing  i n  a 
college audi tor ium b y  W.D. Snodgrass o r  W.H. w 
Auden. The audience must have f e l t  free to c a l l  
out, ad libidurn. Chaucer must therefore have 
been a f l ex i b l e  enough performer to wi ths tand 
in te r rup t ion  wi thout  f l us te r ing .  But i s  that  a l  I ?  
Did  he a d  lib rep l ies  to h i s  interactants,  o r  
was he too du l l -w i t ted fo r  that?  And to what - 
extent d i d  he improv i se remarks, comments, 
r ipostes? To what extent has Chaucer 's voice 
been blended in to  that  of h i s  characters? Take 
fo r  instance, the l ines of the F r a n k l i n  : 

F o r  th'orisonte hath reft t h e  s o n n e  h i s  lyght,-- 
T h i s  is as m u c h e  t o  s e y e  a s  it w a s  nyght! 

( V  1017-1018) 



I f  Chaucer was w r i t i n g  f o r  s i l en t  readers  these 
l ines  would be those of t he  i r o n i c a l l y  se l f -  
deprecat ing  F r a n k l i n .  But  i f  Chaucer, o r  an-  
o ther  performer, were r e c i t i n g  them, whom 
would the audience construe to b e  the  speaker? 
And what  must t h a t  say about  the  pe r fo rmer ' s  
r e l a t i o n s  w f th  h i s  audience? 

Take another  example. Who becomes the  
speaker of the l ine ,  "He knew n a t  Catoun, f o r  
h i s  w i t  was rude"?1° A l i t e r a t e  audience i s  in- 
c l i n e d  to unders tand  t h i s  e v a l u a t i o n  as  coming 
from the M i l l e r ,  though o n l y  a f t e r  some v e r y  
w i l t i n g  suspensions. 8 u t  how must Chaucer h a v e  
rec i ted  t h i s  l i ne?  The M i l l e r  did not  know Cato, 
f o r  his w i t  was ructe; b u t  n o t  Chaucer 's ,  a n d  
not those o f  h i s  audience. 

t h a v e  imp l ied  a t  several  p o i n t s  in t h i s  
paper  t h a t  mat ters  of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n  a r e  of ten 
concerned i f  we consider  t h a t  most of Chaucer 's  
audience h e a r d  h i s  poet ry  a n d  d i d  not a c q u i r e  
i t  th rough p r i v a t e ,  s i l en t  read ing .  And so i t  
seems to me. Again,  I do not w ish  to get too 
spec i f i c  in my c r i t i q u e  of others, b u t  r a t h e r  
to suggest t h a t  c e r t a i n  c r i t i c a l  modes m igh t  
wel l  be  re-examined. Fo r  instance, i f  we a r e  
t o l d  t h a t  Chaucer repeats l i nes  o r  words-- 
a l l eged ly  those words o r  l i nes  we want  to  c a l l  
"key"--as a s i g n a l  to the audience ( reader?) ,  
a n d  these echoic l i nes  a r e  several  h u n d r e d  
verses--many mi nutes--apart,  we shou I d  b e  
suspic ious.  

To beg in  w i th ,  Chaucer 's  in ten t ions  a r e  
usua l  l y c l e a r  enough: Nicholas i s  "hende"; 
A l isoun "hadde a l i ke rous  ye"; John's "w i t  i s  
rude"  a n d  he must endure  "h i s  care" ;  a n d  j o l l y  
amd gay Absolon goes " fe t is ly , "  s i n g i n g  in "a  
loud quynyb le , "  a n d  i s  "somdeel squaymous/Of 
f a r t y n g ,  a n d  "of speche daungerous." 
Chaucer 's  audience knew h i s  t r a d i t i o n a l  n a r r a -  
t i ves  wel l ,  and  so would not need sub t le  echoic 
fo rewarn ings .  I f  a sentence of c lause i s  u t te red 
f i f t een  minutes a f t e r  i t s  tw in ,  there i s  no  



assurance t h a t  d u r i n g  i t s  second occurrence 
i t s  i n i t i a l ,  e a r l i e r  usage a n d  context  wou ld  
be remembered. With a f i x e d  tex t  before us, w 
to leaf  back  to re-examine a p a r t i c u l a r  l i n e  
i s  a simple, a n d  f requen t l y  per formed pro-  
cedu r e .  An o r a l  audience has  no such recourse 
to t h i s  i ns tan t  r e p l a y .  Would they remember 
the s y n t a x  a n d  precise d i c t i o n  o f  a l i n e  rec i ted  
several  minutes e a r l i e r ?  Such a case m igh t  b e  w 
made f o r  some of the language used to descr ibe  
the C lerk  i n  the General Prologue a n d  Nicho las  
i n  the  M i l l e r ' s  Tale.  Of the  former scho lar  we 
l e a r n  tha t  

F o r  hym was l e v e r e  h a v e  a t  h i s  b e d d e d  h e e d  
Twenty  b o o k e s ,  c l a d  i n  b l a k  o r  r e e d ,  
O f  A r i s t o t l e  a n d  h i s  p h i l o s o p h i e ,  
Than  r o b e s  r i c h e ,  o r  f i t h e l e ,  o r  gay  s a u t r i e .  

( I  2 9 3 - 2 9 6 )  

Whi le of Nicholas we a r e  t o l d  

H i s  A l m a g e s t e ,  a n d  b o o k e s  g r e t e  a n d  s m a l e ,  
H i s  a s t r e l a b i e ,  l o n g y n g e  f o r  h i s  a r t ,  
H i s  augrym s t o n e s  l a y e n  f a i r e  a p a r t ,  
On s h e l v e s  c o u c h e d  a t  h i s  b e d d e s  heed .  . . . 

( I  3208-3211)  

Chaucer does seem to b e  p l a y i n g  the  cha rac te r  v 
of one c l e r k  o f f  aga ins t  t h a t  of the  o ther :  t he  
one devoted to the love of l ea rn ing ,  the o the r  
to the love of w o r l d l y  th ings .  When we r e a d  
about the books a t  the  head of N icho las '  bed, 
we a r e  meant to t h i n k  of those i n  the same 
pos i t ion  near  the Oxford  C lerk .  Th is  comparison w 
i s  s t rengthened when we l e a r n  a l so  of N icho las  
tha t  

H i s  p r e s s e  y c o v e r e d  w i t h  a  f a l d y n g  r e e d ;  
And a 1  a b o v e  t h e r  l a y  a  gay  s a u t r i e ,  . . . ( I  3 2 1 3 - 3 2 1 4 )  

--a contemporary enough device wh ich  the  New w 
C r i t i c s  would f i n d  to t h e i r  l i k i n g .  But  a r e  
Chaucer 's  in ten t ions  so ve ry  opaque here? I s  
i t  possib le tha t  s i m i l a r  d ramat i c  a n d  n a r r a t i v e  



contexts have  evoked from h i m  s imi  l a r  means 
of descr ip t ion? He dep ic ts  two scholars,  one 
f r i vo lous ,  one q u i t e  ser ious;  why not descr ibe  
each qua1 i t y  ( l e a r n i n g  a n d  seriousness on the  
one hand,  f r i v o l i t y  on the o the r )  in a conven- 
t i ona l  way? 

That  Chaucer does in tend  h i s  audience 
to t h i n k  of the C lerk  when n e a r l y  3,000 l i nes  
l a t e r  he  so descr ibed Nicholas can  be  suppor ted 
b y  the con t ras t i ve  n a t u r e  of t h e i r  persona l i t ies .  
But  i n  o ther  cases the  argument i s  not so easi-  
l y  c a r r i e d ;  f o r  instance,  i n  the General Pro- 
logue 's  desc r ip t i on  of the Squ i re  we a r e  t o l d  
tha t  "Curte is  he was, lowely, a n d  servysab le"  
(1 99); 151 l i n e s  l a t e r  we r e a d  of the F r i a r  
t ha t  "Curte is  he was a n d  lowely of servyse" 
( I  250). What i s  the  connect ion? I n  the  in- 
stance of t h i s  p a i r  i t  m ight  be  more con- 
v i n c i n g l  y  a rgued  t h a t  Chaucer wou ld  expect 
h i s  reader  to remember the former when he r e a d  
the  l a t t e r ;  b u t  a r e  the Squ i re  a n d  the  F r i a r  
a c o n t r a s t i n g  couple? What do they h a v e  in 
common; a r e  they s i m i l a r  enough fo r  Chaucer 
to  set off  t h e i r  di f ferences e f fec t i ve l y?  I s  i t  
not r e a l l y  Chaucer t s  i n ten t  here  to descr ibe  
a s i t ua t i on ,  idea,  o r  t r a i t  i n  convent ional  
language (such  as  " B i f i l  t ha t  . . . on a day , "  
"whi lom," "L ief  a n d  d e e r e " ) ?  I t  seems u n l i k e l y  
tha t  a n  a u r a l  audience would r e c a l l  these 
phrases, u t te red  as  they were several  minutes 
a p a r t ,  a n d  q u i t e  u n l i k e l y  t h a t  a s i l e n t  reader  
would remember the C lerk  when he r e a d  of 
N icho las '  books. The four teenth  cen tu ry  was 
innocent of concordances and  the  New Cr i t i cs .  

We fo r tuna te  l i t e ra tes  i n e v i t a b l y  t h i n k  
of n a r r a t i v e  in terms of f i x e d  p r i n t .  Subt le ty  
in t h i s  mode i s  of a n  e n t i r e l y  d i f f e r e n t  sor t  
t han  i t  i s  i n  d ramat i c  performances. Al lus ive-  
ness a l so  v a r i e s  w i t h  the  medium, a n d  I  t h i n k  
tha t  b y  i t s  n a t u r e  would be  of less use a n d  
cogency a loud- -par t icu lar1  y i n  a t r a d i t i o n  t h a t  
va lues  repet i t iveness.  When Chaucer used the  



phrase "p i t y  renneth soone i n  gent i  I  herte" 
( V  1986) f o r  the f ou r t h  time, d i d  he in tend to 
remind h i s  readers ( o r  I  is teners)  of I ines w 
presented long b e f o r e ? l b u r  conjectures on the 
performance in teract  ion would be somewhat 
c l a r i f i e d  i f  we took in to  account the social 
ru les  under which t h i s  entertainment was 
played. Those ru l es  in t u r n  a re  la rge ly  a 
funct ion of the maker ' s  ro le  v is-8-v is h i s  aud i -  .r 
ence, a s i tua t ion  about which we a re  not 
ignorant .  The h i g h l y  structures status ro les 
of fourteenth-century Eng l i sh  society e luc idate  
th i s  re lat ionship--a major fac tor  i n  determining 
the degree of nego t iab i l i t y  of the types of 
stories to be told, the i r  length, the rec i t e r ' s  v 
key, and so on. What can we assume, general- 
ly ,  about the interest  of Chaucer's audience- 
-cer ta in ly  broad1 y eclect ic--from the "God's 
p lenty"  range of the Canterbury Tales? 

F ina l l y ,  we w i l l  want to speculate about 
Chaucer's status ( a n d  statu:-e) as story tel l e r .  
That he could w r i t e  a good y a r n  i s  no as- 
surance tha t  he cou ld  te l l  one wel l .  But  
several qua l i t i e s  of the "text" of the Canter- 
b u r y  Tales g i ve  clues to h i s  r o l e  as rec i te r .  
A cour t ly  audience would demand a te l le r  of  
some social prest ige, I  th ink ,  because of the 
sermonizing i n  the Tales. I t  does not seem 
to me l i ke l y  tha t  they would have accepted 
k indl y such "heighe sentence" from a lower 
c lass minstre l .  Chaucer's status gave h im 
license to preach, and  not merely to en te r ta in ;  
the l a t t e r  was a l icense granted to people of 
any status. And the l icense granted to enter- 
t a i n  may have impl ied permission to be 
loquacious on occasion, bu t  not to be pompous 
o r  bor ing.  We can  see these ru les  of storyte l -  
l i n g  i n  p l a y  in the ta les of the Squire, the 
Monk, the Wife, and the te l le r  of S i r  Thopas. 
Chaucer's comment on the ru l es  of story tel l  i n g  
i n  these cases i s  qu i te  rea l i s t i c ,  and  o u r  
understanding of what h i s  audience considered 



pompous o r  bo r i ng  has, f o r  many years, been 
enhanced b y  the ta les '  in ter rupt ions.  

These a re  some of the ways, I  bel ieve, 
that  we can deepen our  apprec ia t ion of 
Chaucer' s poetry--not on1 y as f i xed  text 
performance, bu t  a lso as a text created by  
an i n t r i ca te  interpersonal  r-elat ionship 
between author and  audience--a re1 a t  ionship 
which is, nevertheless, not so i n t r i ca te  as 
to be beyond our  grasp.  

I t  i s  d i f f i c u l t  f o r  us to accept that  
Chaucer 's poetry was reci ted aloud to an 
au ra l  audience a t  least as often as i t  was 
si lent l  y and pr ivate1 y read. The idea seems 
to imply  that  a great  deal of the close read- 
i n g  we have been doing i s  wrong-headed, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y  when we imagine that  we perceive 
subt let ies that  on ly  a carefu l  l i t e ra te  aud i -  
ence would grasp.  And, of course, even with- 
out considerat ions of o ra l  de l ivery ,  we would 
a l l  agree that  much of such i s  wrong-headed. 
I am a rgu ing  that  a great  deal more of those 
"subtlet ies" ex is t  on ly  i n  the mind of the 
c r i t i c  because we consistently ignore th i s  
fundamental--not chimerical--aspect of the 
performance of tha t  poetry.  Many w i l l  i nev i t -  
ab ly  feel threatened. 

But i f  we ins is t  that  Chaucer's poetry 
was read  aloud, as was tha t  of many of h i s  
contemporaries, we must not necessari I  y 
d iscard  the concept of close reading--we must 
s imply res t ruc ture  i t .  Oral  poets do not lack 
subt lety and sophist icat ion;  the i rs  a re  merely 
of another k i n d .  Chaucer the poet whose poems 
a re  read  aloud i s  Chaucer s t i l l ,  f u l l  of com- 
p l ex i t y ,  i n t r i cacy ,  genius. We have not yet 
f u l l y  appreciated those qua l i t i es  i n  h im 
because, as D.W. Robertson h a d  wr i t ten  about 
Chaucerian c r i t i c i sm  i n  another context, we 
s t i l l  t h i nk  that  ou r  poet was a nineteenth- 
century novel is t  . 
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