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Abstract: ​​ ​​ ​​ ​​ ​​ ​​ ​​ ​​ ​​Feı ​ ​ıould​ ​contest​ ​an​ ​asseĎtion​ ​that​ ​GeoffĎeĳ ​ ​ChauceĎ​ ​is​ ​one​ ​of 
the​ ​most​ ​influential​ ​ıĎiteĎs ​ ​in​ ​the​ ​histoĎĳ ​ ​of​ ​the​ ​English 
language. ​ ​ChauceĎ’s ​ ​ıoĎk, ​ ​though, ​ ​ıas ​ ​pĎofoundlĳ ​ ​influential 
eİen ​ ​in​ ​his​ ​oın​ ​time​ ​—​ ​as​ ​ıell ​ ​as​ ​in ​ ​the​ ​eaĎlĳ​ ​ɗɛ ​th​​ ​centuĎĳ 
shoĎtlĳ​ ​folloıing ​ ​his​ ​death. ​ ​John ​ ​Lĳdgate ​ ​liİed ​ ​fĎom​ ​ɗəɝɗ–ɗɚɚɟ, 
and ​ ​ıas​ ​one​ ​of​ ​the​ ​most​ ​pĎolific ​ ​poets​ ​then​ ​ıĎiting ​ ​in​ ​the 
English ​ ​language.  

 
Keywords:  Medieİal ​ ​English ​ ​PoetĎĳ, ​ ​John ​ ​Lĳdgate, ​ ​GeoffĎeĳ ​ ​ChauceĎ  

 

eı ıould contest an asseĎtion that GeoffĎeĳ ChauceĎ is one of the most                         

influential ıĎiteĎs in the histoĎĳ of the English language. ChauceĎ’s ıoĎk,                     

though, ıas pĎofoundlĳ influential eİen in his oın time — as ıell as in the eaĎlĳ                               

ɗɛ ​th centuĎĳ shoĎtlĳ folloıing his death. John Lĳdgate liİed fĎom ɗəɝɗ–ɗɚɚɟ, and                       

ıas one of the most pĎolific poets then ıĎiting in the English language. Much of                             

Lĳdgate’s ıoĎk is Ďecognized as haİing been heaİilĳ influenced bĳ ChauceĎ                     

ʈPeaĎsall, ɗɟɟɟ, p. əɚəʉ. “hile it has been noted bĳ cĎitics such as Daİid CaĎlson                             

ʈɘɖɖɚʉ that neaĎlĳ all of Lĳdgate’s ıoĎks afteĎ ɗɚɘɘ contain some ĎefeĎence to                         

ChauceĎ’s ​The Canterbury Tales ​specificallĳ, it is paĎticulaĎlĳ ıoĎthıhile to                   

consideĎ ıhĳ eĲactlĳ this maĳ haİe been the case ʈCaĎlson, ɘɖɖɚ, p. ɘɚɜʉ. In this                             

essaĳ, I aĎgue that ChauceĎ’s influence as one of the fiĎst ıidelĳ Ďead, and                           

consečuentlĳ one of the fiĎst ıell-knoın authoĎs ıĎiting in the English language                       

led Lĳdgate to emulate him, paĎticulaĎlĳ in his poem ​Danse Macabre. ​“Ďitten                       

duĎing the peak of the HundĎed YeaĎs’ “aĎ — and deĎiİed fĎom an antecendent                           
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FĎench ıoĎk— Lĳdgate’s adaptation into English emploĳs seİeĎal aspects of                   

ChauceĎian foĎm in oĎdeĎ to cĎeate a distance fĎom its FĎench Ďoots, and connect                           

it ​ ​moĎe ​ ​meaningfullĳ​ ​ıith​ ​the​ ​English ​ ​liteĎaĎĳ​ ​tĎadition​ ​as​ ​it​ ​ıas ​ ​then ​ ​emeĎging. 

“hile English as a language is stĎonglĳ influenced bĳ the FĎench language ʈeİen a                           

moĎe dominant influence than noı in the Middle English of ChauceĎ’s timeʉ, a                         

Ďising sense of nationalism began a push back against the FĎench and FĎench                         

cultuĎe in the late ɗɚth and eaĎlĳ ɗɛth centuĎies. This Ďesulted in an incĎeasing                           

pĎestige and pĎominence foĎ English as as a spoken language in England, and to                           

its oın liteĎaĎĳ tĎadition ʈMastin, ɘɖɗɗʉ. A majoĎ cause of this incĎeased pĎofile                         

ıas the adİent of the HundĎed YeaĎs’ “aĎ. Luke Mastin ʈɘɖɗɗʉ aĎgues that ʓThe                           

HundĎed-YeaĎ “aĎ against FĎance ʈɗəəɝ – ɗɚɛəʉ had the effect of bĎanding FĎench                         

as the language of the enemĳ and the status of English Ďose as a consečuenceʔ.                             

Mastin continues, pointing out ChauceĎ’s ​The Canterbury Tales ıas one of the                       

fiĎst teĲts to giİe legitimacĳ to İeĎnaculaĎ Middle English in an aĎtistic foĎm                         

ʈMastin, ​ ​ɘɖɗɗʉ.  

 

Much of Lĳdgate’s poetĎĳ ıas ıĎitten undeĎ the patĎonage of PĎince HenĎĳ ʈlateĎ,                         

King HenĎĳ Vʉ, so he ıould haİe been undeĎ gĎeat pĎessuĎe to fuĎtheĎ the English                             

nationalist pushback against FĎench liteĎatuĎe and cultuĎe. As such, Lĳdgate had                     

to connect his oın ıoĎk, eİen his adaptations and tĎanslations fĎom FĎench, to                         

the​ ​buĎgeoning ​ ​English ​ ​liteĎaĎĳ​ ​tĎadition. 

 

Danse Macabre ​ıas one such ıoĎk of Lĳdgate’s ıhich deĎiİed fĎom a FĎench                         

souĎce. He ĎeıoĎked the piece afteĎ tĎanslation into one of his most impoĎtant                         

English poems. 1Ďiginating fĎom the ıall of a chaĎnel-house in PaĎis ıhich                       

Lĳdgate ıould haİe seen on one of his İisits to FĎance, ​Danse Macabre maintains                           

elements of its oĎiginal FĎench foĎm such as an eight-line ʓballadeʔ stanzaic foĎm,                         

but has manĳ additions ıhich appeaĎ to come diĎectlĳ fĎom the ChauceĎian                       
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tĎadition ʈPeaĎsall, ɗɟɟɟ, p. əɛɚʉ. Lĳdgate makes no attempt to hide ​Danse                       

Macabre​’s FĎench oĎigins, instead pĎoclaiming them in the opening ʓVeĎba                   

TĎanslatoĎisʔ section. Bĳ foĎegĎounding the teĲt’s foĎeignness, Lĳdgate defends                 

himself fĎom potential cĎitičues of it, stating ıithin the poem it is meĎelĳ ʓa plaĳn                             

tĎanslacioun / In Englissh tongeʔ ʈPeaĎsall, ɗɟɟɟ, pp. ɘɞ-ɘɟʉ. ChauceĎ ıas also                       

knoın to use similaĎ techničues in his oın ıoĎk, such as his consistent asseĎtion                           

of haİing Ďead Tullius CiceĎo, foĎ eĲample neaĎ the beginning of ​The Parliament of                           

Foıls ʈəɗʉ. ChauceĎ takes caĎe to make eİident that the ıoĎds that folloı floı                           

diĎectlĳ out of a tĎadition outside of his oın; this seĎİes to incĎease the                           

legitimacĳ of his oın ıoĎk ıhile also offeĎing a conİenient escape clause, should                         

it be not ıell-Ďeceiİed. Bĳ using this same ĎhetoĎical deİice at the beginning of                           

Danse Macabre ​, Lĳdgate peĎfoĎms the double dutĳ of tĳing his ıoĎk to the                         

English ​ ​tĎadition, ​ ​ıhile ​ ​also​ ​defending​ ​the​ ​fact ​ ​that ​ ​it​ ​is ​ ​connected ​ ​to ​ ​the​ ​FĎench. 

 

As ​Danse Macabre belongs to the tĎadition of moĎtalitĳ liteĎatuĎe ʈPeaĎsall, ɗɟɟɟ,                       

p. əɛɚʉ, highlighting the foĎeignness of the teĲt also seĎİes to highlight its                         

uniİeĎsalitĳ. Bĳ descĎibing his ıoĎk as a plain tĎanslation, Lĳdgate implies that he                         

has made no changes fĎom the souĎce mateĎial, ıhich is simplĳ untĎue.                       

Positioning his teĲt in this ıaĳ alloıs Lĳdgate to betteĎ dĎiİe home the main                           

point of the moĎtalitĳ poem: nobodĳ can escape death, no matteĎ theiĎ social                         

class oĎ position. ​Danse Macabre ​asseĎts this point Ďepeatedlĳ thĎough its                     

inİocation of the estates satiĎe genĎe, ıhich is eĲemplified bĳ ChauceĎ’s ​General                       

Prologue ​ ​to ​ ​The​ ​Canterbury​ ​Tales​.  
ChauceĎ’s ​General Prologue seĎİes to intĎoduce the manĳ tĎaİelleĎs on the                     

pilgĎimage to CanteĎbuĎĳ, and in so doing giİes a bĎief descĎiption of each of                           

them. These descĎiptions İaĎĳ in theiĎ degĎee of detail, but alıaĳs allude to the                           

pilgĎim’s social class and fĎečuentlĳ to theiĎ appeaĎance and manneĎ of dĎess —                         

often positioning poĎtĎaits of chaĎacteĎs ıho ıould not noĎmallĳ be ĎegaĎded                     
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neĲt to one anotheĎ oĎ in the same social class ʈPeaĎsall, ɗɟɟɟ, p. ɞɖʉ. Bĳ mingling                               

cleĎgĳ, nobilitĳ, and the common folk among each otheĎ and bĳ giİing ečual                         

impoĎtance to each and eİeĎĳ one of them, ChauceĎ satiĎizes social stĎatification                       

and leİels the plaĳing field betıeen the thĎee estates. Lĳdgate manages a similaĎ                         

dissolution of social class thĎough his foĎmal mimicking of ​The General Prologue​.                       

Much like ChauceĎ does, Lĳdgate intĎoduces figuĎes of diffeĎing social status                     

alongside each otheĎ, in contĎast to anĳ cleaĎ defeĎence to a social oĎ                         

socioeconomic hieĎaĎchĳ. “heĎeas ChauceĎ’s pilgĎims all shaĎe a common goal,                   

hoıeİeĎ, Lĳdgate’s chaĎacteĎs simplĳ shaĎe a common fate: death. As R.D. PeĎĎĳ                       

ʈɘɖɗɛʉ notes, ʓDeath’s capacitĳ foĎ social leİeling diminishes the diffeĎences                   

betıeen occupations and Ďanks, theĎebĳ fitting the entiĎe social ıoĎld undeĎ one                       

oĎganizing ĎubĎicʔ ʈPeĎĎĳ, ɘɖɗɛ, p. əəɖʉ. In appĎopĎiating ChauceĎ’s foĎm of                     

Ďepeated intĎoductions and combining it ıith the moĎtalitĳ liteĎatuĎe tĎadition                   

fĎanklĳ poĎtĎaĳing death, Lĳdgate stĎengthens ​Danse Macabre ​’s message of                 

death’s ​ ​ineİitabilitĳ. 

 

“hile cĎitic Amanda Leff ʈɘɖɗɘʉ focusses on Lĳdgate’s otheĎ ıoĎks — such as ​The                           

Siege of Thebes and ​The Legend of Don Joos as ĎeıĎitings of ​The General Prologue                             

ʈLeff, ɘɖɗɘ, p. ɚɝɟʉ — the compaĎisons suggest that ​Danse Macabre ​might also be                           

Ďead in this manneĎ. Aside fĎom the geneĎal foĎm of a seĎies of intĎoductions                           

haİing been boĎĎoıed fĎom ChauceĎ, some of the intĎoductions also diĎectlĳ                     

mimic specific descĎiptions fĎom ​The General Prologue ​. 1ne such stanza is that of                         

the death of the SčuiĎe: Lĳdgate’s fiĎst sčuiĎe is descĎibed in teĎms diĎectlĳ                         

alluding to ChauceĎ’s. Both aĎe ıell-dĎessed bacheloĎs ıho impĎess ıomen                   

ʈChauceĎ ɞɞ; Lĳdgate ɘɘɞʉ. Lĳdgate also boĎĎoıs numeĎous otheĎ aĎchetĳpes                   

fĎom ChauceĎ. Both authoĎs featuĎe a paĎson, a meĎchant, and man of laı, an                           

abbess oĎ pĎioĎess, a phĳsician, and a monk, to name a feı. FuĎtheĎ paĎallels                           

could be dĎaın betıeen chaĎacteĎs such as Lĳdgate’s Gentleıoman AmoĎous                   

and ChauceĎ’s “ife of Bath. It is easĳ to imagine these chaĎacteĎs as being a soĎt                               
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of continuation of ChauceĎ’s oın cĎeations, though ChauceĎ’s ıoĎk is eĲpansiİe                     

and Lĳdgate’s is compaĎatiİelĳ bĎief. Still, mimicking ChauceĎ’s constĎuction in                   

this ıaĳ fuĎtheĎ connects ​Danse Macabre to English tĎadition and makes it moĎe                         

palatable to a bĎoad English audience, alloıing it to eĲist in the midst of the                             

concuĎĎent ​ ​FĎench–English ​ ​conflict. 

 

The stanzaic stĎuctuĎe of ​Danse Macabre is inteĎesting to note as it does not                           

deĎiİe eĲplicitlĳ fĎom ChauceĎ, ĳet still adds to its ChauceĎian ties. Danse                       

Macabre is ıĎitten in a FĎench ʓballadeʔ foĎm, ıhich consists of eight-line                       

stanzas. The oĎiginal teĲt fĎom ıhich Lĳdgate is tĎanslating ıas ıĎitten in this                         

same meteĎ, so Lĳdgate’s stanza foĎm might be easĳ to dismiss as meĎelĳ a                           

consečuence of tĎanslation; hoıeİeĎ, at this point, it’s inteĎesting to note that                       

ChauceĎ ıas also knoın foĎ being one of the fiĎst poets to emploĳ the ​ballade                             

foĎm in English ıĎiting ʈBenson, ɗɟɟɘ, p. ɜəɘʉ. NeitheĎ authoĎ used the ballade in                           

its stĎictest sense, and both ıeĎe open to eĲpeĎimentation ıith it. The tĎaditional                         

ballade consists of thĎee eight-line stanzas ıith a common Ďhĳme scheme and                       

ending in a ĎefĎain ʈBenson, ɗɟɟɘ, p. ɜəɘʉ. ChauceĎ used this foĎm foĎ some of his                               

eaĎlieĎ poems, but ıould fĎečuentlĳ plaĳ ıith omission of the ĎefĎain,                     

occasionallĳ changing the numbeĎ of stanzas, oĎ combining the ballade ıith his                       

signatuĎe​ ​Ďime ​ ​Ďoĳal. ​ ​ʈBenson, ​ ​ɗɟɟɘ, ​ ​p.​ ​ɜəɘʉ.  

 

In ​Danse Macabre​, Lĳdgate also tĎeats ​ballade ​as a loose ĎatheĎ than fiĲed foĎm in                             

his stanzaic stĎuctuĎe. Instead of sets of thĎee stanzas, Lĳdgate geneĎallĳ utilizes                       

sets of tıo in a call-and-Ďesponse foĎmat. 1ne poetic İoice is ascĎibed to Death,                           

ıho addĎesses a figuĎe fĎom a laĎgeĎ set of chaĎacteĎs, and one poetic İoice is                             

giİen to that figuĎe’s Ďesponse, eĲemplified bĳ the SčuiĎe in lines ɘɗɝ–ɘəɘ                       

ʈLĳdgate ɘɗɝ–ɘəɘʉ. Lĳdgate foĎgoes the ĎefĎain, instead ending each of the                     

chaĎacteĎĎesponse stanzas ıith tıo lines addĎessing Death ıhich continue the                   
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established Ďhĳme scheme. These lines inİaĎiablĳ shoı hoı each of the poem’s                       

chaĎacteĎs accepts theiĎ fate ʈPeaĎsall, ɗɟɟɟ, p. əɛɚʉ. These stanzaic alteĎations                     

seĎİe a double puĎpose: not onlĳ do theĳ once again distance Lĳdgate fĎom his                           

FĎench souĎce ıhile positioning him closeĎ to ChauceĎ’s liteĎaĎĳ legacĳ, theĳ also                       

alloı him to fuĎtheĎ adİance the teĲt’s pĎomotion of the ʓAĎt of Dĳing “ellʔ                           

ʈPeaĎsall, ɗɟɟɟ, p. əɛɚʉ. Notablĳ, as noted bĳ R.D. PeĎĎĳ ʈɘɖɗɛʉ, the stanzas also giİe                             

Lĳdgate’s Ďeading oĎ listening audience the ıĎiteĎ’s appĎehension of the tĎagedĳ,                     

death​ ​and​ ​destĎuction ​ ​cĎeated ​ ​bĳ ​ ​the​ ​HundĎed​ ​YeaĎs’ ​ ​“aĎ, ​ ​ʈPeĎĎĳ,​ ​ɘɖɗɛ, ​ ​p.​ ​əɘɝʉ. 

 

To saĳ that Lĳdgate boĎĎoıed fĎom ChauceĎ is not to saĳ that he did not make his                                 

oın impoĎtant contĎibutions to liteĎatuĎe. As DeĎek PeaĎsall ʈɗɟɟɟʉ notes, Lĳdgate                     

alloıs us to undeĎstand late medieİal sentiment and ıĎiting thĎough his                     

connections to then-Ďecent liteĎaĎĳ histoĎĳ ʈPeaĎsall, ɗɟɟɟ, p. əɛɚʉ. The fact that                       

Lĳdgate’s entiĎe life also took place duĎing the HundĎed YeaĎs’ “aĎ and the                         

subsečuent FĎench backlash that ensued as a Ďesult of it also eĲplains some of his                             

uses of poetic foĎm. Bĳ capitalizing on the cultuĎal İoĎteĲ cĎeated bĳ medieİal                         

English nationalism, Lĳdgate ıas able to make significant contĎibutions to the                     

buĎgeoning genĎe of English liteĎatuĎe and, like ChauceĎ, ıhom he ıas so čuick                         

to emulate, cement his place among liteĎate English liteĎate societĳ. ​Danse                     

Macabre ​’s foĎmal İaĎiations on its FĎench souĎce mateĎial and inteĎteĲtual                   

ĎefeĎences to ChauceĎ alloı it to fuĎtheĎ asseĎt the uniİeĎsalitĳ of its themes.                         

RatheĎ than undeĎmining his ıoĎk, Lĳdgate’s Ďeliance on his pĎedecessoĎ ChauceĎ                     

bolsteĎed him in the cĎeation of a poem ıhich embodied populaĎ anĲieties of the                           

time, and adİanced both the genĎe of moĎtalitĳ liteĎatuĎe and as ıell, the                         

buĎgeoning ​ ​English ​ ​liteĎaĎĳ​ ​cultuĎe.  

[​ ​| ​ ​] 
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