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The Age of Chaucer (1340-1400) 

Poetry in the Fourteenth Century 

Chaucer’s Life and Works 

                 Chaucer (1340-1400) is the greatest poet of the fourteenth and the 

fifteenth century. He was born on 1340 at London. He was closely associated with 

the court. At the early age of Seventeen, he became page to the wife of the Duke of 

Florence who was Edward III’s third son. In 1359 he was involved in the Hundred 

Year’s war with France and taken as prisoner. He was soon ransomed and returned 

to England. On diplomatic missions he went to Italy and met Petrarch and 

Boccaccio. They considerably influenced Chaucer. He represented Kent in 

Parliament for a few years. He died in 1400 and was buried in the part of the 

Westminster Abbey which later came to be known as the Poet’s Corner. 

Chaucer’s Works 

               Chaucer’s poetic career is divided into three periods. 

The First Period 

              The influence of French Literature is noticeable in the first period. 

Chaucer began his poetic career by translating some of the famous French works of 

the time. His first poem The Romaunt of the Rose, is a translation from the 

Romance of the Rose, a French poem by the two French poets Guillaume De  

Lorris and Jean de Meung. These two poets regard love in contrary ways. 



Guillaume adores women whereas Jean satirizes them. Chaucer includes both these 

attitudes in his translation. The rose in these poems represent love. 

               The best poem of the French period is the Book of the Duchess. Chaucer 

wrote this poem after the death of Blanche, Wife of his patron, John of Gaunt. The 

poem has considerable emotional intensity. It is in the form of an allegory. To this 

period also belong a number of Chaucer’s ballads. 

The Second Period 

            Chaucer’s works in this period are characterized by the influence of Italian 

Literature.  

Chaucer derived the story of his Troilus and Criseyde from Boccaccio’s Filostrate. 

But Chaucer does not slavishly imitate Boccaccio. He attaches more importance to 

the ideals and sentiments of his own age. The character of Troilus is a renowned 

fighter but is swept off his feet by love. Pandarus, witty and sensual, is the first 

fully drown figure in English Literature. Cressida is charming but volatile. D.H. 

Lawrence extolled such sensual women in the twentieth century.     

            The Legend of Good Women is a slight piece. It briefly narrates the 

unhappy fate of Cleopatra, Thisbe, Philomela and others who suffered in the 

course of love. It is worthwhile to compare Chaucer’s Cleopatra with 

Shakespeare’s. In the prologue to this poem, Chaucer uses the medieval allegorical 

mode of Garden of the Rose. This poem is the first attempt in English to use the 

heroic couplet. 

  The Third period: 

           This period, otherwise called the English period, contains Chaucer’s 

masterpiece, the Canterbury tales. A group of pilgrims are assembled at the tabard 

inn in Southwark. They are going to the shrine of murdered St. Thomas Beckett at 

Canterbury. To while away the tedium of the journey, each pilgrim tells a story. 

This is the general framework of the poem. Chaucer got the idea of stringing 

together stories told by different people from Boccaccio’s Deccameron 

              The Canterbury tales represents a cross-section of the society of Chaucer’s 

age. The church is represented by a prioress, a nun, a monk, a Friar, a Sumnour (a 



sumnour of those charged by the ecclesiastical courts), a pardoner (a seller of 

pardons), a poor parson and astudent of divinity studying at oxford. The military 

profession represents a Knight, a Squire and a Yeoman. We have a Lawyer, a 

Physician, a Franklin (a free land holder) Merchant, a Sailor, a miller, a cook, a 

manciple’ (a caterer for colleges), a reeve (a land steward) a carpenter, a weaver , a 

ploughman and a cloth- maker known as the wife of bath. As Dryden , said, 

“Here’s is God’s plenty”. The Pilgrims hail from different places and belong to 

different professions. The work is remarkable for Chaucer’s gift of storytelling and 

skill in characterization. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Paragraph Questions 

1. Salient features of Chaucer’s poetry: 

            i) Critics are all praise for Chaucer: He is called as the father of English 

poetry. Albert calls him ‘The earliest of the great moderns. He marks the end of the 

middle ages and the beginning of the modern age. 

           ii) Chaucer’s Modernity: Chaucer freed himself from the shackles of 

medievalism. His wife of bath, with her clamouring for free, is a harbinger, of the 

modern life style 

            iii) Chaucer’s humour and tolerance: Chaucer is very tolerant. In this 

respect, he is unlike his contemporary Wycliffe who bitterly attacks corruption in 

the church. Chaucer also exposes, corrupt churchman like the sumnour and the 

pardon. But there is no bitterness in his attack. Ha mocks at human folly with a 



board grin and a jolly twinkle in his eyes. He is steeped in the humanism of the 

renaissance, in the he is the ‘Morning Star of the Renaissance’ 

            iv) Chaucer’s descriptive power: Chaucer is good at describing men, 

manners and places. His descriptions of spring morning are marked by vivacity and 

freshness. In the knight’s tale, he talks of the ‘busy lark’ ‘salveth in her song the 

more gay’ and ‘firy phoebus’ brightening the world and all the orient laugheth with 

the lighte’ 

          v) Chaucer’s narrative power: Chaucer is an expert in narrating stories, the 

variety of the Canterbury tales is an evidence of Chaucer’s narrative skill. Thus we 

have the chivalrous story of the Knight and the clerk’s account of Griselda’s wifely 

devotion. Contrast to these is the coarse stories of the Miller and the Reeve. 

Chaucer’s skill in depicting the characters is seen at its best in his Troilus and 

Criseyde, Criseyde is the first complex woman and pandarus the first great comic 

character in English literature 

         vi) Chaucer as an innovative metrist: Chaucer’s abandoned alliteration, which 

he jokingly called ‘rim, ram, roff’ and use end – rhymes. Under his influence, 

rhyme gradually replaced alliteration in English poetry. 

 

        vii) Chaucer employed three different metrical patterns. In ‘The Book of 

Duchess’ he used the ottava rhyme consisting of the eight –syllabic line rhyming in 

couplets in the prologue and the Canterbury tales, he used the ten-syllabic line 

rhyming in couplets. This pattern is called the heroic couplets. This metre was 

more effectively used by pope later. Chaucer used the rhythm royal in Troilus and 

Criseyde. This pattern consists of ten-syllabic lines, arranged. in stanzas of seven 

lines each. The heroic couplet he introduced into English verse, the rhythm royal 

he invented. Chaucer used the east midland dialect but refined it and made it 

acceptable to readers all over England. Lowes rightly says that Chaucer ‘found 

English a dialect and left it a language’ 

          viii) Chaucer’s faults: Chaucer’s faults are quite glaring. First, he is not 

interested in social reforms. He does make fun of the pleasure loving monk, the 

wanton friar and the pardoner cheating people with his relics and indulgences. But 



Chaucer’s mockery is light genial. He never lashes out against the corrupt Church 

as his contemporaries Wycliffe   and Langland do. As Mathew Arnold said, 

Chaucer has no ‘high serious 

               Second with his long speeches and frequent digressions on dreams and 

ethical problems, Chaucer is bogged down by prolixity. Despite these obvious 

faults there is no gainsaying the fact that Chaucer is the first great poet in English 

literature. 

 

2. Contemporaries of Chaucer 

William Langland (1332-1400): 

        The full title of Langland‘s poem is “The Vision of William concerning Piers 

the Plowman”. Piers Plowman has two parts. In the first part the poet lies down on 

the Malvern Hills. A vision comes to him in sleep. All kinds of workingmen are 

toiling on the fields. But the fruits of their labour are enjoyed by others. There is a 

lady by name Bribery. This allegorical character expresses the corrupt social life of 

the times. 

 

       In the second vision, the Seven deadly sins ask Pier Plowman the way to truth. 

But Pier refuses to leave his work. He advises them to work hard. He preaches that 

honest toil will lead one to salvation. The poet wakes from his vision with the 

sound of the Easter bells ringing in his ears.  

John Gower (1332- 1408): 

        Gower was friendly with Chaucer in the beginning but broke with him later. 

Confessio Amantis is the only English poem by Gower. It has the conventional 

allegorical setting. This disquisition on the Seven deadly sins in this poem is 

illustrated by many anecdotes. The Metre is the Octosyllabic Couplet.  

John Barbour (1316-1395): 

         John Barbour is regarded as the “Father of Scottish Poetry”. He narrates the 

heroic deeds of Robert Bruce in his long poem, The Climatic incidents of the poem 



is the battle of Bannockburn. The poem contains many absurd legends. Yet, it is 

said to begin the long series of Scottish heroic poems. 

 

3. Poetry of 15th Century in Chaucer’s Age: 

Thomas Occleve or Hoccleve(1368-1450) 

          Occleve’s poems are very dull. His Regiment of Princess is a string of pieces 

of advice to Henry V. It makes very dull reading. His “La Male Regle” and 

Occleve’s complaint are autobiographical in a snivelling fashion. Occleve humbly 

admits that he learned “life or nought” from his “fader Chaucer”.   

John Lydgate (1370-1451) 

           John Lydgate modeled much of his early poetry on Chaucer. However does 

not have Chaucer’s metrical skill and lively imagination. His “The Falls of Princes 

is full of trite”, commonplace observations. His “The Temple of Glass” is a dull 

allegory. He meant his Story of Thebes as an addition to Chaucer’s Canterbury 

Tales. Lydgate’s most serious flaws are his ‘prolixity, lack of humour and  

pedantic allegory’. 

King James (1394-1437) 

         James was captured by the English in 1406. When he was in prison in 

England, he wrote the poem, “The King’s Quair” (The King’s Quire or book). In 

this poem he describes his first meeting with the cousin of Henry V, Joan Beaufort, 

whom he married. The poem is written in the Chaucerian pattern of dream and 

allegory. 

William Dunbar (1460-1530) 

        He is regarded as the chief of the Scottish Chaucerian poets. His poems have a 

rare pictorial quality. His “The Thistle and the Rose” is a celebration of the 

marriage of James IV and the English Princess, Margaret. 

 Gawin Douglas (1474-1522) 



           His Aeneid is a careful translation of Virgil into English. King heart is an 

allegory; ‘hart’ is the heart which is attended by the five senses. Douglas is a most 

scholarly and painstaking poet. 

Geoffrey Chaucer (1340-1400) 

           In addition to his poems Chaucer wrote certain prose tales also. His ‘the tale 

of Melibeus’ and ‘the parsons tales on penitence’ are very dull. They are full of 

tedious moralizings. The other prose works of Chaucer are an early translation of 

Boethius and a treatise on the astrolabe, a popular astronomical instrument of the 

time. He meant the later work for the instruction of this little son, Lewis. 

  

Sir John Mandeville:  

           He was a knight who crossed the sea in 1322 and traveled to many strange 

countries. He wrote a book in French about the wonderful things that he had seen 

and heard of. It was translated into many languages including English. The book 

describes such marvelous things as bird which cloud carry an elephant  , in its 

claws a weeping crocodile, and a valley with devils jumping about like 

grasshoppers, and rocks adamant which could draw the nails out of passing ship.  

          It is now established that there was no such man as Mandeville and that the 

travels was the translation from the French of certain Jean De Bourgogue. It has 

also been proved that the book was not a genuine record of travels but simply a 

compilation of fabulous stories out of  Pliny, Friar Odoric, Marco Polo,etc. 

 Though only translation, ‘The Travels’ is the first English prose classic. It 

fascinates children as well as grown-up even in our time. 

John Wycliff or Wycliff (1320-84) 

 He vehemently attached the corrupt practices of the church, incurred the 

wrath of the authorities. Thanks to timely intervention of his friends, Wycliff 

escaped from being hanged. He issued a large number of tracts in support of 

heretical views. He is also said to have translated the Bible, parts of the Bible, from 

Latin into English. 



4. Prose in the 15th Century 

Reginald Peacock (1390-1461) 

 Peacock supported the ancient practices of the church. He vehemently 

attacked the Lollards for their radical views. He was convicted of heresy and made 

to recant in public. His two important works are The Repressor of over-much 

Blaming of the Clergy and the Book off Faith. Always he preferred English words 

to that Latin origin. Peacock was the earliest to use English for expressing 

controversies. 

William Caxton (1422-91) 

 William Caxton was the first English printer. The first book that he printed 

was “The Dictes and Sayengis of the Philosophers”, It was the work of Lord 

Rivers. Caxton revised it for the press. He translated many French, Dutch and 

Latin texts into English in order to print them and make them available to the 

reading public in England. His introductions to the books that he printed are in 

highly ornate English. 

Sir Thomas Malory (D-1471) 

 Malory translated the French Arthurian romances into English. This was one 

of the works printed by Caxton. Malory’s work, ‘Morte d’ Arthur breathes the very 

essence of chivalry and romance. It is ‘a skillful blend of dialogue and narrative 

and is full of colour and life’. Malory’s poetic sensitivity makes him the first great 

prose stylist. Malory not only narrates stories but also expresses deep feeling in 

musical sentences. A striking example of Malory capacity to write movingly is his 

account of King Arthur’s death.  

 

 

 

 

 



Short Answers 

1. Who was Chaucer? 

            Geoffrey Chaucer was an English poet and author. He is considered as 

the greatest English poet of the middle ages, best known for The Canterbury 

Tales. He has been called the Father of English Literature or Father of English 

Poetry. He was the first poet to be buried in the Poets’ Corner in Westminster 

Abbey. 

      2. Name some Contemporaries of Chaucer. 

             William Langland, John Gower and John Barbour are the contemporaries 

of Chaucer. 

      3. Name few Prose Writers of 14th Century. 

            John Appleton,  John Wycliffe and Sir John Mandeville. 

      4. Name few Prose writers of 15th Century. 

            Sir Thomas Malory,  Reginald Peacock, John Fisher and High Latimer. 

      5. What is Tottel’s Miscellany? 

 Wyatt and Surrey are the chief poets represented in a collection of ‘Songs 

and Sonnets’ by various authors, which is commonly known, from the name of its 

publisher, as Tottel’s Miscellany, published in 1557 the year before Elizabeth came 

to the throne which deserves special mention in any history of English literature for 

it distinctly marks the dawn of the new age. 

      6. Who is called as the morning star of renaissance? 

 Edward Albert calls him “the earliest of the great moderns” Chaucer stands 

at the end of the Middle Ages and the beginning of the modern age. He has been 

called “The Morning star of the Renaissance”. His poetry reflects the medieval 

spirit. It also reflects the Italian renaissance. 

       7. Who is known as ‘The Morning Star of Reformation? 



 John Wycliffe, an Oxford scholar is known as ‘The Morning Star of 

Reformation. 

       8. Who was the first English Printer? 

 William Caxton who sets up his press at Westminster in 1476 is our first 

English Printer who serves recognition as one of the great forerunners of the 

intellectual revival of the sixteenth century. 

      9. What is the full title of Utopia and who translated it into English? 

 ‘The Discourse of Raphael Hythloday of the Best State of a Commonwealth’ 

is the full title of ‘Utopia’. It was translated into English by Ralph Robinson in 

1551. 

    10. Which is the masterpiece of Chaucer? 

 The Canterbury Tales is the masterpiece of Chaucer which represents the 

cross section of the society of Chaucer’s age. 

    11. Which is the first Epic poem in English? 

 Beowulf is the first epic of eighth century Anglo-Saxon. The hero Beowulf 

kills a monster named Grendel who has been giving trouble to the Danes (People 

of Denmark). Afterwards Beowulf kills Grendel’s mother also. At last in a fight 

with another dragon he is killed. 

    12. Who are the two famous Italian poets? 

 Dante Alighieri, Petrarch were the two famous Italian poets 

    13. Who were the Anglo-Saxons? 

 Anglo-Saxons were the inhabitants of Great Britain from 5th century.  From 

the beginning of the fifth century three North Germanic tribes settled down in 

England; they were Angles, Saxons and Jutes. They brought with them their form 

of old Germanic language known as Anglo-Saxon. It is used for the language that 

was spoken and written by Anglo-Saxons in England and Scotland between 5th and 

12th century. 



    14. What is Humanism? 

 Humanism was an intellectual movement which formed the basis of the 

Renaissance. A sense of beauty, enjoyment of life, appreciation of art and a free 

questioning spirit were the important aspects of humanism. 

    15. What is farcical story? 

  Farcical story is a funny play or movie about ridiculous situations and 

events. 

     16. What is Teutonic language? 

              Teutonic Language is a comprehensive term for a number of languages 

most of which are still spoken at the present time, namely English, Dutch, German, 

Frisian, Flemish and various Scandinavian languages. 

    17. Mention few poets of 15th century. 

 Thomas Occleve, John Lydgate, William Dunvar, Gavin Douglas and 

Robert Henryson 

    18. What is the theme of Le Morte d’Arthur? 

             Sir Thomas Malory carried on the tradition of Arthurian romance in his 

great work, Le Morte d' Arthur (The Death of Arthur, 1469-1470). He loosely tied 

together stories of various knights of the Round Table, but most memorably of 

Arthur himself, of Galahad, and of the guilty love of Lancelot and Arthur's queen, 

Guinevere.  

 

19. Mention few examples of Geoffrey Chaucer’s French works. 

     Chaucer translates French works or writes under French influence several 

secular vision poems of a semi allegorical nature. Such as, The Book of the 

Duchess, The House of Fame, The Parliament of Fowls etc. 



 

20. How many tales are there in The Canterbury Tales? 

     The Canterbury Tales consists of 24 stories or parts of stories mostly in verse in 

almost all the medieval genres. 

21. What are the subject matters of the tales? 

       The tales cover the panorama of life and living. They concern a host of 

subjects: religious innocence, married chastity, villainous hypocrisy, female 

volubility—all illumined by great humor. With extraordinary artistry the stories are 

made to characterize their tellers. 

 

 

Objective type Questions 

1. Chaucer began to write The Canterbury Tales in the year 

a) 1383        b) 1385          c) 1387            d) 1389 

2. Who introduced the Heroic couplet into English prose? 

a) Lowett     b) Moody      c) Wycliffe          d) Chaucer 

3. Medieval Chivalry means  

a) criticism of women’s lovers b) indifference about women c) showy praise of 

women d) real and deep love for women 

4. Geoffrey Chaucer was born in the year 

a) 1350     b) 1340         c) 1440     d)   1540 

5. Chaucer expresses his age  

http://ardhendude.blogspot.in/search/label/poetry


a) in fragments  b) by particulars things   c) as a whole   d) through chivalry 

6. Father of English Reformation and Father of English Prose 

a) Pope       b) John Wycliffe   c) John Barbour      d) Marlowe 

7. Who is called as the ‘Prince of Plagiarists’? 

a) Evans   b) Hardin Craig    c) Chaucer     d) Bernard Groom 

8. Who is the first translator of Bible into English? 

a) William Langland    b) John Wycliffe  c) Mathew Arnold  d) C.H. Mair 

9. Chaucer is known for his  

a) realism   b) dialogue    c) action    d)  uniformity 

10. The first poem in English to use heroic couplet is 

a) The Legend of Good Women b) The House of Fame c) The Parliament of 

Fowls d) The Book of Duchess 
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