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e ould contest an asse tion that Geoff e Chauce is one of the most                         

influential ite s in the histo of the English language. Chauce ’s o k,                     

though, as p ofoundl influential e en in his o n time — as ell as in the ea l                               

th centu sho tl follo ing his death. John L dgate li ed f om – , and                       

as one of the most p olific poets then iting in the English language. Much of                             

L dgate’s o k is ecognized as ha ing been hea il influenced b Chauce                     

Pea sall, , p. . “hile it has been noted b c itics such as Da id Ca lson                             

that nea l all of L dgate’s o ks afte contain some efe ence to                         

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

conside h e actl this ma ha e been the case Ca lson, , p. . In this                             

essa , I a gue that Chauce ’s influence as one of the fi st idel ead, and                           

conse uentl one of the fi st ell-kno n autho s iting in the English language                       

led L dgate to emulate him, pa ticula l in his poem Danse Macabre. “ itten                       

du ing the peak of the Hund ed Yea s’ “a — and de i ed f om an antecendent                           
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F ench o k— L dgate’s adaptation into English emplo s se e al aspects of                   

Chauce ian fo m in o de to c eate a distance f om its F ench oots, and connect                           

it  mo e  meaningfull   ith the English  lite a  t adition as it  as  then  eme ging. 

“hile English as a language is st ongl influenced b the F ench language e en a                           

mo e dominant influence than no in the Middle English of Chauce ’s time , a                         

ising sense of nationalism began a push back against the F ench and F ench                         

cultu e in the late th and ea l th centu ies. This esulted in an inc easing                           

p estige and p ominence fo English as as a spoken language in England, and to                           

its o n lite a t adition Mastin, . A majo cause of this inc eased p ofile                         

as the ad ent of the Hund ed Yea s’ “a . Luke Mastin a gues that The                           

Hund ed-Yea “a against F ance – had the effect of b anding F ench                         

as the language of the enem and the status of English ose as a conse uence .                             

Mastin continues, pointing out Chauce ’s The Canterbury Tales as one of the                       

fi st te ts to gi e legitimac to e nacula Middle English in an a tistic fo m                         

Mastin,   .  

 

Much of L dgate’s poet as itten unde the pat onage of P ince Hen late ,                         

King Hen V , so he ould ha e been unde g eat p essu e to fu the the English                             

nationalist pushback against F ench lite atu e and cultu e. As such, L dgate had                     

to connect his o n o k, e en his adaptations and t anslations f om F ench, to                         

the bu geoning  English  lite a  t adition. 

 

Danse Macabre  as one such o k of L dgate’s hich de i ed f om a F ench                         

sou ce. He e o ked the piece afte t anslation into one of his most impo tant                         

English poems. 1 iginating f om the all of a cha nel-house in Pa is hich                       

L dgate ould ha e seen on one of his isits to F ance, Danse Macabre maintains                           

elements of its o iginal F ench fo m such as an eight-line ballade stanzaic fo m,                         

but has man additions hich appea to come di ectl f om the Chauce ian                       
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t adition Pea sall, , p. . L dgate makes no attempt to hide Danse                       

Macabre’s F ench o igins, instead p oclaiming them in the opening Ve ba                   

T anslato is section. B fo eg ounding the te t’s fo eignness, L dgate defends                 

himself f om potential c iti ues of it, stating ithin the poem it is me el a pla n                             

t anslacioun / In Englissh tonge Pea sall, , pp. - . Chauce as also                       

kno n to use simila techni ues in his o n o k, such as his consistent asse tion                           

of ha ing ead Tullius Cice o, fo e ample nea the beginning of The Parliament of                           

Fo ls . Chauce takes ca e to make e ident that the o ds that follo flo                           

di ectl out of a t adition outside of his o n; this se es to inc ease the                           

legitimac of his o n o k hile also offe ing a con enient escape clause, should                         

it be not ell- ecei ed. B using this same heto ical de ice at the beginning of                           

Danse Macabre , L dgate pe fo ms the double dut of t ing his o k to the                         

English  t adition,   hile  also defending the fact  that  it is  connected  to  the F ench. 

 

As Danse Macabre belongs to the t adition of mo talit lite atu e Pea sall, ,                       

p. , highlighting the fo eignness of the te t also se es to highlight its                         

uni e salit . B desc ibing his o k as a plain t anslation, L dgate implies that he                         

has made no changes f om the sou ce mate ial, hich is simpl unt ue.                       

Positioning his te t in this a allo s L dgate to bette d i e home the main                           

point of the mo talit poem: nobod can escape death, no matte thei social                         

class o position. Danse Macabre asse ts this point epeatedl th ough its                     

in ocation of the estates sati e gen e, hich is e emplified b Chauce ’s General                       

Prologue  to  The Canterbury Tales.  
Chauce ’s General Prologue se es to int oduce the man t a elle s on the                     

pilg image to Cante bu , and in so doing gi es a b ief desc iption of each of                           

them. These desc iptions a in thei deg ee of detail, but al a s allude to the                           

pilg im’s social class and f e uentl to thei appea ance and manne of d ess —                         

often positioning po t aits of cha acte s ho ould not no mall be ega ded                     
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ne t to one anothe o in the same social class Pea sall, , p. . B mingling                               

cle g , nobilit , and the common folk among each othe and b gi ing e ual                         

impo tance to each and e e one of them, Chauce sati izes social st atification                       

and le els the pla ing field bet een the th ee estates. L dgate manages a simila                         

dissolution of social class th ough his fo mal mimicking of The General Prologue.                       

Much like Chauce does, L dgate int oduces figu es of diffe ing social status                     

alongside each othe , in cont ast to an clea defe ence to a social o                         

socioeconomic hie a ch . “he eas Chauce ’s pilg ims all sha e a common goal,                   

ho e e , L dgate’s cha acte s simpl sha e a common fate: death. As R.D. Pe                       

notes, Death’s capacit fo social le eling diminishes the diffe ences                   

bet een occupations and anks, the eb fitting the enti e social o ld unde one                       

o ganizing ub ic Pe , , p. . In app op iating Chauce ’s fo m of                     

epeated int oductions and combining it ith the mo talit lite atu e t adition                   

f ankl po t a ing death, L dgate st engthens Danse Macabre ’s message of                 

death’s  ine itabilit . 

 

“hile c itic Amanda Leff focusses on L dgate’s othe o ks — such as The                           

Siege of Thebes and The Legend of Don Joos as e itings of The General Prologue                             

Leff, , p. — the compa isons suggest that Danse Macabre might also be                           

ead in this manne . Aside f om the gene al fo m of a se ies of int oductions                           

ha ing been bo o ed f om Chauce , some of the int oductions also di ectl                     

mimic specific desc iptions f om The General Prologue . 1ne such stanza is that of                         

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

alluding to Chauce ’s. Both a e ell-d essed bachelo s ho imp ess omen                   

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

f om Chauce . Both autho s featu e a pa son, a me chant, and man of la , an                           

abbess o p io ess, a ph sician, and a monk, to name a fe . Fu the pa allels                           

could be d a n bet een cha acte s such as L dgate’s Gentle oman Amo ous                   

and Chauce ’s “ife of Bath. It is eas to imagine these cha acte s as being a so t                               
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of continuation of Chauce ’s o n c eations, though Chauce ’s o k is e pansi e                     

and L dgate’s is compa ati el b ief. Still, mimicking Chauce ’s const uction in                   

this a fu the connects Danse Macabre to English t adition and makes it mo e                         

palatable to a b oad English audience, allo ing it to e ist in the midst of the                             

concu ent  F ench–English  conflict. 

 

The stanzaic st uctu e of Danse Macabre is inte esting to note as it does not                           

de i e e plicitl f om Chauce , et still adds to its Chauce ian ties. Danse                       

Macabre is itten in a F ench ballade fo m, hich consists of eight-line                       

stanzas. The o iginal te t f om hich L dgate is t anslating as itten in this                         

same mete , so L dgate’s stanza fo m might be eas to dismiss as me el a                           

conse uence of t anslation; ho e e , at this point, it’s inte esting to note that                       

Chauce as also kno n fo being one of the fi st poets to emplo the ballade                             

fo m in English iting Benson, , p. . Neithe autho used the ballade in                           

its st ictest sense, and both e e open to e pe imentation ith it. The t aditional                         

ballade consists of th ee eight-line stanzas ith a common h me scheme and                       

ending in a ef ain Benson, , p. . Chauce used this fo m fo some of his                               

ea lie poems, but ould f e uentl pla ith omission of the ef ain,                     

occasionall changing the numbe of stanzas, o combining the ballade ith his                       

signatu e  ime   o al.   Benson,   ,  p.  .  

 

In Danse Macabre, L dgate also t eats ballade as a loose athe than fi ed fo m in                             

his stanzaic st uctu e. Instead of sets of th ee stanzas, L dgate gene all utilizes                       

sets of t o in a call-and- esponse fo mat. 1ne poetic oice is asc ibed to Death,                           

ho add esses a figu e f om a la ge set of cha acte s, and one poetic oice is                             

gi en to that figu e’s esponse, e emplified b the S ui e in lines –                       

L dgate – . L dgate fo goes the ef ain, instead ending each of the                     

cha acte esponse stanzas ith t o lines add essing Death hich continue the                   
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established h me scheme. These lines in a iabl sho ho each of the poem’s                       

cha acte s accepts thei fate Pea sall, , p. . These stanzaic alte ations                     

se e a double pu pose: not onl do the once again distance L dgate f om his                           

F ench sou ce hile positioning him close to Chauce ’s lite a legac , the also                       

allo him to fu the ad ance the te t’s p omotion of the A t of D ing “ell                           

Pea sall, , p. . Notabl , as noted b R.D. Pe , the stanzas also gi e                             

L dgate’s eading o listening audience the ite ’s app ehension of the t aged ,                     

death and dest uction  c eated  b  the Hund ed Yea s’  “a ,   Pe ,  ,  p.  . 

 

To sa that L dgate bo o ed f om Chauce is not to sa that he did not make his                                 

o n impo tant cont ibutions to lite atu e. As De ek Pea sall notes, L dgate                     

allo s us to unde stand late medie al sentiment and iting th ough his                     

connections to then- ecent lite a histo Pea sall, , p. . The fact that                       

L dgate’s enti e life also took place du ing the Hund ed Yea s’ “a and the                         

subse uent F ench backlash that ensued as a esult of it also e plains some of his                             

uses of poetic fo m. B capitalizing on the cultu al o te c eated b medie al                         

English nationalism, L dgate as able to make significant cont ibutions to the                     

bu geoning gen e of English lite atu e and, like Chauce , hom he as so uick                         

to emulate, cement his place among lite ate English lite ate societ . Danse                     

Macabre ’s fo mal a iations on its F ench sou ce mate ial and inte te tual                   

efe ences to Chauce allo it to fu the asse t the uni e salit of its themes.                         

Rathe than unde mining his o k, L dgate’s eliance on his p edecesso Chauce                     

bolste ed him in the c eation of a poem hich embodied popula an ieties of the                           

time, and ad anced both the gen e of mo talit lite atu e and as ell, the                         

bu geoning  English  lite a  cultu e.  

[ |  ] 
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