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Abstract:         Fe  ould co test a  asse tio  that Geoff e  Chauce  is o e of 
the ost i flue tial ite s i  the histo  of the E glish 
la guage. Chauce ’s o k, though, as p ofou dl  i flue tial 
e e  i  his o  ti e — as ell as i  the ea l  th ce tu  
sho tl  follo i g his death. Joh  L dgate li ed f o  – , 
a d as o e of the ost p olific poets the  iti g i  the 
E glish la guage.  
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e ould co test a asse tio that Geoff e Chauce is o e of the ost                         

i flue tial ite s i the histo of the E glish la guage. Chauce ’s o k,                     

though, as p ofou dl i flue tial e e i his o ti e — as ell as i the ea l                               

th ce tu sho tl follo i g his death. Joh L dgate li ed f o – , a d                       

as o e of the ost p olific poets the iti g i the E glish la guage. Much of                             

L dgate’s o k is ecog ized as ha i g bee hea il i flue ced b Chauce                     

Pea sall, , p. . While it has bee oted b c itics such as Da id Ca lso                             

that ea l all of L dgate’s o ks afte co tai so e efe e ce to                         

Chauce ’s The Ca terbury Tales specificall , it is pa ticula l o th hile to                   

co side h e actl this a ha e bee the case Ca lso , , p. . I this                             

essa , I a gue that Chauce ’s i flue ce as o e of the fi st idel ead, a d                           

co se ue tl o e of the fi st ell-k o autho s iti g i the E glish la guage                       

led L dgate to e ulate hi , pa ticula l i his poe Da se Macabre. W itte                       

du i g the peak of the Hu d ed Yea s’ Wa — a d de i ed f o a a tece de t                           
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F e ch o k— L dgate’s adaptatio i to E glish e plo s se e al aspects of                   

Chauce ia fo i o de to c eate a dista ce f o its F e ch oots, a d co ect                           

it o e ea i gfull  ith the E glish lite a  t aditio  as it as the  e e gi g. 

While E glish as a la guage is st o gl i flue ced b the F e ch la guage e e a                           

o e do i a t i flue ce tha o i the Middle E glish of Chauce ’s ti e , a                         

isi g se se of atio alis bega a push back agai st the F e ch a d F e ch                         

cultu e i the late th a d ea l th ce tu ies. This esulted i a i c easi g                           

p estige a d p o i e ce fo E glish as as a spoke la guage i E gla d, a d to                           

its o lite a t aditio Masti , . A ajo cause of this i c eased p ofile                         

as the ad e t of the Hu d ed Yea s’ Wa . Luke Masti a gues that The                           

Hu d ed-Yea Wa agai st F a ce – had the effect of b a di g F e ch                         

as the la guage of the e e a d the status of E glish ose as a co se ue ce .                             

Masti co ti ues, poi ti g out Chauce ’s The Ca terbury Tales as o e of the                       

fi st te ts to gi e legiti ac to e acula Middle E glish i a a tistic fo                         

Masti , .  

 

Much of L dgate’s poet as itte u de the pat o age of P i ce He late ,                         

Ki g He V , so he ould ha e bee u de g eat p essu e to fu the the E glish                             

atio alist pushback agai st F e ch lite atu e a d cultu e. As such, L dgate had                     

to co ect his o o k, e e his adaptatio s a d t a slatio s f o F e ch, to                         

the bu geo i g E glish lite a  t aditio . 

 

Da se Macabre  as o e such o k of L dgate’s hich de i ed f o a F e ch                         

sou ce. He e o ked the piece afte t a slatio i to o e of his ost i po ta t                         

E glish poe s. O igi ati g f o the all of a cha el-house i Pa is hich                       

L dgate ould ha e see o o e of his isits to F a ce, Da se Macabre ai tai s                           

ele e ts of its o igi al F e ch fo such as a eight-li e ballade sta zaic fo ,                         

but has a additio s hich appea to co e di ectl f o the Chauce ia                       
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t aditio Pea sall, , p. . L dgate akes o atte pt to hide Da se                       

Macabre’s F e ch o igi s, i stead p oclai i g the i the ope i g Ve ba                   

T a slato is sectio . B fo eg ou di g the te t’s fo eig ess, L dgate defe ds                 

hi self f o pote tial c iti ues of it, stati g ithi the poe it is e el a pla                             

t a slaciou / I E glissh to ge Pea sall, , pp. - . Chauce as also                       

k o to use si ila tech i ues i his o o k, such as his co siste t asse tio                           

of ha i g ead Tullius Cice o, fo e a ple ea the begi i g of The Parlia e t of                           

Fo ls . Chauce takes ca e to ake e ide t that the o ds that follo flo                           

di ectl out of a t aditio outside of his o ; this se es to i c ease the                           

legiti ac of his o o k hile also offe i g a co e ie t escape clause, should                         

it be ot ell- ecei ed. B usi g this sa e heto ical de ice at the begi i g of                           

Da se Macabre , L dgate pe fo s the double dut of t i g his o k to the                         

E glish t aditio , hile also defe di g the fact that it is co ected to the F e ch. 

 

As Da se Macabre belo gs to the t aditio of o talit lite atu e Pea sall, ,                       

p. , highlighti g the fo eig ess of the te t also se es to highlight its                         

u i e salit . B desc ibi g his o k as a plai t a slatio , L dgate i plies that he                         

has ade o cha ges f o the sou ce ate ial, hich is si pl u t ue.                       

Positio i g his te t i this a allo s L dgate to bette d i e ho e the ai                           

poi t of the o talit poe : obod ca escape death, o atte thei social                         

class o positio . Da se Macabre asse ts this poi t epeatedl th ough its                     

i ocatio of the estates sati e ge e, hich is e e plified b Chauce ’s Ge eral                       

Prologue to The Ca terbury Tales .  
Chauce ’s Ge eral Prologue se es to i t oduce the a t a elle s o the                     

pilg i age to Ca te bu , a d i so doi g gi es a b ief desc iptio of each of                           

the . These desc iptio s a i thei deg ee of detail, but al a s allude to the                           

pilg i ’s social class a d f e ue tl to thei appea a ce a d a e of d ess —                         

ofte positio i g po t aits of cha acte s ho ould ot o all be ega ded                     
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e t to o e a othe o i the sa e social class Pea sall, , p. . B i gli g                               

cle g , obilit , a d the co o folk a o g each othe a d b gi i g e ual                         

i po ta ce to each a d e e o e of the , Chauce sati izes social st atificatio                       

a d le els the pla i g field bet ee the th ee estates. L dgate a ages a si ila                         

dissolutio of social class th ough his fo al i icki g of The Ge eral Prologue.                       

Much like Chauce does, L dgate i t oduces figu es of diffe i g social status                     

alo gside each othe , i co t ast to a clea defe e ce to a social o                         

socioeco o ic hie a ch . Whe eas Chauce ’s pilg i s all sha e a co o goal,                   

ho e e , L dgate’s cha acte s si pl sha e a co o fate: death. As R.D. Pe                       

otes, Death’s capacit fo social le eli g di i ishes the diffe e ces                   

bet ee occupatio s a d a ks, the eb fitti g the e ti e social o ld u de o e                       

o ga izi g ub ic Pe , , p. . I app op iati g Chauce ’s fo of                     

epeated i t oductio s a d co bi i g it ith the o talit lite atu e t aditio                   

f a kl po t a i g death, L dgate st e gthe s Da se Macabre ’s essage of                 

death’s i e itabilit . 

 

While c itic A a da Leff focusses o L dgate’s othe o ks — such as The                           

Siege of Thebes a d The Lege d of Do Joos as e iti gs of The Ge eral Prologue                             

Leff, , p. — the co pa iso s suggest that Da se Macabre  ight also be                           

ead i this a e . Aside f o the ge e al fo of a se ies of i t oductio s                           

ha i g bee bo o ed f o Chauce , so e of the i t oductio s also di ectl                     

i ic specific desc iptio s f o The Ge eral Prologue . O e such sta za is that of                         

the death of the S ui e: L dgate’s fi st s ui e is desc ibed i te s di ectl                         

alludi g to Chauce ’s. Both a e ell-d essed bachelo s ho i p ess o e                   

Chauce ; L dgate . L dgate also bo o s u e ous othe a chet pes                   

f o Chauce . Both autho s featu e a pa so , a e cha t, a d a of la , a                           

abbess o p io ess, a ph sicia , a d a o k, to a e a fe . Fu the pa allels                           

could be d a bet ee cha acte s such as L dgate’s Ge tle o a A o ous                   

a d Chauce ’s Wife of Bath. It is eas to i agi e these cha acte s as bei g a so t                               
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of co ti uatio of Chauce ’s o c eatio s, though Chauce ’s o k is e pa si e                     

a d L dgate’s is co pa ati el b ief. Still, i icki g Chauce ’s co st uctio i                   

this a fu the co ects Da se Macabre to E glish t aditio a d akes it o e                         

palatable to a b oad E glish audie ce, allo i g it to e ist i the idst of the                             

co cu e t F e ch–E glish co flict. 

 

The sta zaic st uctu e of Da se Macabre is i te esti g to ote as it does ot                           

de i e e plicitl f o Chauce , et still adds to its Chauce ia ties. Da se                       

Macabre is itte i a F e ch ballade fo , hich co sists of eight-li e                       

sta zas. The o igi al te t f o hich L dgate is t a slati g as itte i this                         

sa e ete , so L dgate’s sta za fo ight be eas to dis iss as e el a                           

co se ue ce of t a slatio ; ho e e , at this poi t, it’s i te esti g to ote that                       

Chauce as also k o fo bei g o e of the fi st poets to e plo the ballade                             

fo i E glish iti g Be so , , p. . Neithe autho used the ballade i                           

its st ictest se se, a d both e e ope to e pe i e tatio ith it. The t aditio al                         

ballade co sists of th ee eight-li e sta zas ith a co o h e sche e a d                       

e di g i a ef ai Be so , , p. . Chauce used this fo fo so e of his                               

ea lie poe s, but ould f e ue tl pla ith o issio of the ef ai ,                     

occasio all cha gi g the u be of sta zas, o co bi i g the ballade ith his                       

sig atu e i e o al. Be so , , p. .  

 

I Da se Macabre, L dgate also t eats ballade as a loose athe tha fi ed fo i                             

his sta zaic st uctu e. I stead of sets of th ee sta zas, L dgate ge e all utilizes                       

sets of t o i a call-a d- espo se fo at. O e poetic oice is asc ibed to Death,                           

ho add esses a figu e f o a la ge set of cha acte s, a d o e poetic oice is                             

gi e to that figu e’s espo se, e e plified b the S ui e i li es –                       

L dgate – . L dgate fo goes the ef ai , i stead e di g each of the                     

cha acte espo se sta zas ith t o li es add essi g Death hich co ti ue the                   
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established h e sche e. These li es i a iabl sho ho each of the poe ’s                       

cha acte s accepts thei fate Pea sall, , p. . These sta zaic alte atio s                     

se e a double pu pose: ot o l do the o ce agai dista ce L dgate f o his                           

F e ch sou ce hile positio i g hi close to Chauce ’s lite a legac , the also                       

allo hi to fu the ad a ce the te t’s p o otio of the A t of D i g Well                           

Pea sall, , p. . Notabl , as oted b R.D. Pe , the sta zas also gi e                             

L dgate’s eadi g o liste i g audie ce the ite ’s app ehe sio of the t aged ,                     

death a d dest uctio  c eated b  the Hu d ed Yea s’ Wa , Pe , , p. . 

 

To sa that L dgate bo o ed f o Chauce is ot to sa that he did ot ake his                                 

o i po ta t co t ibutio s to lite atu e. As De ek Pea sall otes, L dgate                     

allo s us to u de sta d late edie al se ti e t a d iti g th ough his                     

co ectio s to the - ece t lite a histo Pea sall, , p. . The fact that                       

L dgate’s e ti e life also took place du i g the Hu d ed Yea s’ Wa a d the                         

subse ue t F e ch backlash that e sued as a esult of it also e plai s so e of his                             

uses of poetic fo . B capitalizi g o the cultu al o te c eated b edie al                         

E glish atio alis , L dgate as able to ake sig ifica t co t ibutio s to the                     

bu geo i g ge e of E glish lite atu e a d, like Chauce , ho he as so uick                         

to e ulate, ce e t his place a o g lite ate E glish lite ate societ . Da se                     

Macabre’s fo al a iatio s o its F e ch sou ce ate ial a d i te te tual                   

efe e ces to Chauce allo it to fu the asse t the u i e salit of its the es.                         

Rathe tha u de i i g his o k, L dgate’s elia ce o his p edecesso Chauce                     

bolste ed hi i the c eatio of a poe hich e bodied popula a ieties of the                           

ti e, a d ad a ced both the ge e of o talit lite atu e a d as ell, the                         

bu geo i g E glish lite a  cultu e.  

[ | ] 
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