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FOREWORD

This study will examine in sone detail the purposes and practices
of medi eval English begging poetry. A begging poem |oosely defined, is
a short poemthat nmkes a request for conpensation in the form of noney
or goods and inplicitly or explicitly identifies the supplicant as well
as the party to whomthe request is directed. At the outset, let me
enphasi ze that the preceding (loose) definition is not a first attenpt
at defining a genre. Begging poens tend to be sufficiently dissimlar
in style and technique to nilitate against the formulation of an
organic critical construct conplete with genesis, evolution, and
characteristic forms and content. In fact, poens that beg can perhaps
be nmore conprehensively understood if we consider poetic begging as a
trope, the use of enbellished | anguage as an enabling nmedi umrather
than as a generic marker.

Al t hough no overarching theory will be specified, ny analysis
suggests that there is a consistent and productive nethodol ogy for
studying this peculiar industry. The foundati on upon which ny anal ysis
will be built is the relationship between poet and patron. It is clear
that the typical medi eval poet needed patronage of sone kind if he

intended to support hinmself, even in part, with his art. Thus, our



study of begging poetry takes us straight to the heart of a process, an
exchange, that was essential to the production of a very significant
proportion of medieval poetry. By focusing upon the social contract
prevailing between poet and patron, then building upon this foundation
by recourse to the literary, historical, anthropol ogical, and other
resources available to us, we can gain a nore thorough understandi ng of
the way in which the business of poetry was transacted in England in
the Mddle Ages. At the outset, we will recognize that our approach is
not particularly reusable or portable. Each poet (and sonetines, each
poem as well) nust be considered in the light of the circunstances
pertaining to its inspiration, conposition, and dissemnination

Al t hough all of our sanple poens present a request, inplicit or
explicit, for conpensation of some sort on behalf of the poet and,
per haps, others, the sheer variety of the poens suggests the expedi ence
of keepi ng our approach eclectic and our definitions sinple. Aside from
the request for conpensation, the poens have little in commobn. Sone of
themidentify, inplicitly or otherwise, the party to whomthey are
addressed, as well as the supplicant poet; others do not. There are,
noreover, no clear rules regarding the formof the beggi ng poem Forns
of ten enpl oyed by beggi ng poets, such as the ballade in the case of the
| ater exanples, certainly do not mark a work as a beggi ng poem The Ad
Engl i sh begging poens, simlarly, were witten according to the sanme
rul es that govern the rest of Angl o-Saxon poetry; like the |ate-
nmedi eval poens, their style seens to contribute little that is specific
to our understanding of the genre. Tellingly, sone of the beggi ng poens
are openly hunorous, while others are al nost pious in tone, a range

that is denonstrated even within the oeuvre of a single poet.



Though often remarked upon, nedi eval English begging poetry has
not been anal yzed in much detail. The poens | shall consider have often
been studied in other contexts, with only passing nention of their
status as begging poens.! In |ight of our fornulation of begging as a
trope rather than a genre, this discovery is not a surprising one. W
shal | consider poens that are exclusively dedicated to begging, as well
as |l onger poens that nmay devote nore or |ess significant passages to
t he busi ness of beggi ng but neverthel ess foreground ot her concerns. The
mai n focus of this study will be short poens entirely devoted to the
pur pose of begging, although we will have occasion to nention |onger
wor ks as wel|.

As suggested above, we shall explore the begging poens in an
eclectic fashion. The very diversity of our sanple texts necessitates
such an approach. However, the relationship between poet and patron
fornms a unifying thread. Qut of this relationship grows a narrative, a
blend of fact and fiction that reveals how the poemcane to be witten
and what it acconplished. Since the boundaries of such a narrative are
difficult to define and obviously vary from subject to subject, | wll
structure the discussion with several inportant considerations. First,
the identities of poet and patron nust be explored. Second, the social
and political mlieux in which the cast of characters noves is
exploited to further illunmnate our narrative. Finally, we nust exan ne
the poens on a line-by-line |level, as speci nens of the poet’s craft,
with an eye both to illum nating their neaning and to shedding yet nore
light on the facts of the poet’s relationship with his master.

First, then, we will attenpt to identify the patron and the poet,

either inplicitly or explicitly. Wen a narrator does not nane hinself,



we assune that the poet is playing the role, and in sonme cases we will
even be able to say, with sonme certainty, that the poet represents his
own interests. There nmay be co-petitioners as well, who nmay or may not
be nanmed. Things are a bit nore difficult in the case of the patron
Initially, we will be forced to satisfy ourselves with attenpting to
extrapol ate what sort of person the patron night have been. As we nove
forward in tinme and the historical record becones nore conplete,
patrons can sonetinmes be identified with certainty.

Second, we will exam ne the rel ationship between poet and patron
This relationship may be based upon sonething as ordinary as the poet’s
day-to-day enploynent in the service of his patron or as potentially
extraordinary as service at court. In other cases, in which there is no
rel ati onship yet and no attenpt is made to recover a debt, the poet
uses his skills to win enploynent and the pronise of future rewards
Ideally, as we consider the relationship between poet and patron we
will gain a nmuch clearer perception of the circunstances under which a

wi de range of medi eval poetry, not just the beggi ng poens, came to be

witten.
Finally, we will analyze each poemwth an eye to illuminating how
well it achieves its goals as a begging poem Although we will be able

to determine with a good degree of certainty, in a few cases, whether
or not paynent was actually received, that will not be anbng our
criteria. Rather, we will seek to identify how each poet expresses and
identifies his relationship with his patron, remarking upon the
commnal ities that we discover in the process. Each of the poets we
will discuss, for instance, is very aware of the distance between

hinsel f and his patron, however original his expression of this gap may



be, and each expresses, or at |east pronises, fealty of sonme kind. In
some cases, one may even get the feeling that the success of the poem
in sonme way depends on the poet’'s bow ng exactly | ow enough to
appropriately express his subservience, aside from whatever other art
he must bring to bear to achieve his goal

Qur sanple texts cover a significant range of nedieval English
poetry, fromboth a chronol ogi cal and stylistic perspective. The Add
Engl i sh beggi ng poens Deor and Wdsith are discussed in Chapter One.
The approaches we will followin later chapters do not all apply in
this one since, first of all, we are unable to identify either the poet
or the patron with any certainty. The poens are presuned to have been
naned for their creators, although, in the case of Wdsith, which can

be translated “long journey,” the nane is so closely related to the
poenm s subject natter that one is reluctant to posit Wdsith's
hi storical existence. Aside fromthis, Wdsith appears to be a
character in the poem hinself, which forces us to posit an additiona
level of indirection in our identification of him There is no
conmpel ling reason to believe that an individual named Deor ever existed
either. The identities of the patrons are problematic as well. Deor
only inplies the existence of a patron, although he does vilify
Wdsith's patron, Eormanric, who is identified by one critic as “one of
the nost | egendarily tyrannical kings who ever lived” (Brown 1989,
284). However, the name Eormanric appears a nunber of tines in Wdsith,
mani festly referring to nore than one individual

Wth so little to start on, the difficulty of elucidating the

rel ati onshi p between poet and patron seens insuperable. However, since

A d English poetry has a place in the Germanic oral tradition, and thus



reflects the innately conservative social and institutional values of
its practitioners, we can make general statenents about the sort of
person Deor’s and Wdsith's patrons night have been, even if we are
still unable to link themto specific historical figures. As we wll
see, the Germanic oral tradition is often quite enphatic in its
stipul ations regarding the proper behavior of both lords and their
dependents. Therefore, we will exanmine the A d English poens’
rhetorical agendas through the Iens of the oral tradition that gave
rise to them

Ironically, then, the very poens with which we begin our
chronol ogi cal exani nation of the nmedi eval English beggi ng poem may be
the nost resistant to our methods. Although we can nmake a number of
i mportant and pl ausi bl e statenments about how the A d English poens
performtheir function, we are unable to draw the kind of personal
hands-on picture that is ultinmately our goal. As we nove forward in
tinme, however, we find a body of well-executed begging poetry by poets
whose nanes we know and patrons who sonetinmes loomlarge in the history
of the tine. Although there are still infornmational gaps, the later
nmedi eval scene stands out in conparatively sharp relief.

In Chapter Two, we take a | eap across four centuries fromthe end
of the first millenniumto the end of the Mddle Ages. Chaucer’s well -
known lyric “Chaucer’s Conplaint to H's Purse” occupies the first half
of the discussion, John Lydgate's “Letter to d oucester” the second
There are a nunber of reasons for considering Chaucer and Lydgate in a
chapter together. First and forenost, we will be considering only a
singl e poem by each man. However, we nmust not forget that Lydgate is

per haps best, if not nbst accurately, known as an imtator of Chaucer.?



That he was at least inspired is certain, but the artistic debt that
Lydgat e owes Chaucer for the “Letter to doucester” is not as
conprehensive as a first glance m ght suggest. More inportantly, the
ci rcunst ances under whi ch Chaucer and Lydgate worked were so radically
different that they al nbst present a study in opposites.

The organi zing structure wi thin which Chaucer did service to the
king was called an affinity. An affinity’ s nenbers were persons of
status who made a vow of conpensated service to the king or sone other
person sufficiently wealthy and influential to fulfill his end of the
bargain. At one tinme Chaucer worked within the Duke of Lancaster’s
affinity, conposing a narrative poem call ed The Book of the Duchess
along with his other duties and apparently receiving an annuity for it
tenporarily. Later, Chaucer belonged to Richard I1's affinity. Wen
Henry |V usurped Richard s throne in 1399, Chaucer probably had little
choice but to forget his allegiance to Richard and hitch his wagon to
Henry's star

Al 't hough it appears that Chaucer nmay have used the “Conplaint to
H s Purse” to assist in collecting debts nore than once, the best-
supported case stars Henry |V as patron. Chaucer’s official duties
probably brought himinto intermttent contact with Henry or his
retinue over a period of twenty years or nore, but their relationship
changed abruptly when Henry deposed Richard Il, forcing all those who
had been close to Richard, including Chaucer, to rethink their
priorities. The great wealth of critical literature on Chaucer
i ncl udes, of course, a considerabl e anount of specul ation regarding
exactly how wel | Chaucer nanaged the transition. Al though schol ars have

pretty well satisfied thenselves as to the nature of the debt that



occasi oned Chaucer’s submi ssion of the “Conplaint” (an unpaid annuity),
the fact that Chaucer served Richard Il faithfully and well for nore
than two decades has given rise, particularly in recent criticism to
sonme frankly sinister specul ation regardi ng why Chaucer nay have felt
pressured to send the “Conplaint” to Henry and what Henry’s ultinmate
response, beyond his partial paynent of the debt, mnight have been.3

About the nethodol ogy of the “Conplaint,” which has been witten
about extensively, little will be said. Mst of the discussion centers
upon the envoy that acconpani es the poem Despite the envoy's brevity,
recent criticismhas shown that it can be picked apart in ways that are
quite revealing of doubts that m ght have pl agued Chaucer regarding the
manner of King Richard s deposition and eventual death. In addition to
this very intriguing evidence, indications that Henry was interested in
attracting poets to his retinue |lead to specul ation that Chaucer’s
submi ssion, an afterthought of a ball ade acconpani ed by a very brief
envoy, woul d have | ooked pal e i ndeed in conparison to the robust and
vol um nous efforts of others. O necessity, we will explore in sone
detail the circunmstances surroundi ng the Lancastrian usurpation of the
English throne, as well as relevant details of Chaucer’s relationships
with Richard and Henry.

After the high drama associated with Chaucer’s “Conplaint to Hi s
Purse,” Lydgate's “Letter to d oucester” may seem nundane i ndeed
Al t hough a popul ar poet in his own age, over tine Lydgate' s reputation
has dimnished to the extent that we often find him subjected to
ridicule. In fact, although recent critical opinion has begun to take
Lydgate nore seriously,4 negative critical attitudes prevented an

accurate assessnent of his work for a matter of decades, so it will be



to our advantage to give sone consideration to the ups and downs of
Lydgate’s reputation. Neverthel ess, his career does provide sone
interesting contrasts to Chaucer’s. \Wereas Chaucer noved freely anong
the nobility, holding a variety of positions over the course of his
life, Lydgate joined the church early and never |eft. \Whatever
obligations Lydgate may have had directly to the church, it is clear
that the lion's share of his time was spent witing verse. Like
Chaucer, Lydgate had connections anong the nobility, including
Chaucer’s son, Thomas, and his wife. His nost illustrious patron
however, was Hunphrey, Duke of d oucester, brother to King Henry V. As
we shall see, Hunphrey was such a | earned student of the arts that his
relationship with Lydgate often seens to have taken the form of

col l aboration rather than patronage.

As Chaucer does in the “Conplaint,” Lydgate personifies his purse,
but aside fromthat very superficial resenblance Lydgate's own artistic
propensities rule the day. The “Letter to d oucester” exhibits
Lydgate’s habit of reflexively heaping up images and archai sns, a
practice that lends the poema paratactic, “blocky” feel. One of
Lydgate’s notivating axi ons seens to have been that superfluity and
surfeit, a heaping-up of ornanment, are to be equated with quality, what
Derek Pearsall has referred to, not entirely seriously, as “a de |uxe
versi on of Chaucer” (1990, 44). Nevertheless, recent critics of Lydgate
have shown a predilection for viewi ng the old nonk anew. Since his
popularity in his owm tinme is a matter of record, these critics seemto
have adopted the view that an understandi ng of the tastes that found a
standard in Lydgate can inform and perhaps reform our own appreciation.?

Thomas Hoccl eve, the topic of Chapter Three, was the nost prolific
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witer of begging poens we shall discuss, if the surviving manuscri pt
evidence is a reliable guide. Qur discussion centers upon four of

Hoccl eve’s short poens that beg in a dedicated and straightforward way.
In addition to these four poens, however, nuch of the rest of

Hoccl eve’s work al nost obsessively reflects what Robert J. Meyer-Lee
has described as “the centrality of the petitionary formin the
production of his literary persona” (2001, 174). The prol ogue to

Hoccl eve’ s nost anbitious poem The Regi nent of Princes, which purports
to be a book of advice to kings, is guided by the spectre of debt,
anticipation of the poet’s inmmnent reduction to a state of beggary,
and the slender but fervent hope for the tinely | argess of sone just,
generous, nobl e person.

There is enough of Hoccleve left in the historical record to all ow
us to construct a fairly substantial summary of his life, particularly
of his enploynent at the Ofice of the Privy Seal, where he worked for
about forty years. Also anobng the poet’'s life-records are docunents
detailing suns owed to himand records of their paynment. Wh his flair
for what Meyer-Lee calls “nendi cant poetics” (2007, 8), Hoccleve
naturally wrote begging poens to assist in recovering the suns due. The
patrons he addressed cane froma variety of walks of life, fromthe
ki ng down to one John Carpenter, the town clerk of London

It is the very variety of Hoccleve's addressees that shapes his
mastery of the begging poem In each poem Hoccleve is able to clearly
establish the relative social distance between hinself and his patron
and to speak fromhis position in a carefully tailored and persuasive
way. Hoccleve effortlessly adapts his instrument to his audi ence, from

his formal, alnost icy address to the king to the easy faniliarity of
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his poemto Henry Soner, and denonstrates an extraordi nary expressive
range. In order to orient ourselves to the very class-conscious world
of Hoccleve and his patrons, as well as to better understand the

rel ationship that obtai ned between them we will devote considerable
space to a recounting of his life and, particularly, his work.

As a group, the eight poenms that share the central focus of this
study display a range that alnost belies their nunbers. Do they tell us
nmore than they seemto? They certainly provide nore than sinple
evi dence of a transaction. They reveal nuch about the way the business
of poetry was done in nedieval England, particularly near the end of
the period. Adnittedly, our approach is an eclectic one. W nust draw
upon the materials of literature, history, anthropol ogy, and other
di sci plines. However, poetry’s public Iife during the niddl e ages was
very robust, so a consciousness of poetry, even a dependence upon it,

finds its way into the considerations of nost of these disciplines.?



CHAPTER ONE

THE OLD ENGLI SH BEGE NG PCEM

O all the poens to be discussed, the A d English specinmens are
the nost foreign in terns of both | anguage and prosody. They are the
product of a culture and world-view far renmoved fromour own, as well
as fromthe other poens we will discuss. At its best, AOd English
poetry is driven by an intense enotionalism whether agonistic despair
or transcendant joy, a legacy of its Germanic roots and of the reality
of lifein first-mllenniumBritain, which was fraught with a seeningly
endl ess series of often violent successes and reversals. The ora
tradi tional nature of much of the poetry, a long history of manuscript
pl undering (in England and el sewhere), and the very turbulent history
of Angl o- Saxon Engl and, not to mention the vicissitudes of the
nm || enni um gone by since then, virtually assured that the body of
poetry remaining to us would be small and often in a fragnented,
damaged condition. Although the existing AOd English poetic corpus can
be no nore than a fragnment of the total poetic output of the period,
written or uttered, it neverthel ess displays an extraordi nary variety
and a nmarked predilection for reworking and reshapi ng | ongst andi ng

val ues, meanings, and forns to nmeet new needs and expectations while,

12



13

ironically, denonstrating a pervasive stylistic conservatism!?

Since we have linited know edge of the circunstances surroundi ng
the creation and di ssenination of these poens, much |ess of the
identities of the poets and patrons involved, we will have to content
ourselves with a consideration of types rather than individuals.
However, we can say a good bit about the general contours of the sort
of relationship that obtained between poets and patrons in Angl o- Saxon
ti mes based on ant hropol ogi cal and historical evidence as well as on
the poetry itself. Wth this know edge, it will be easier to attack the
nore specialized and controversial job of explaining howthe poens were
conmposed, what sort of people m ght have conposed them and why it was
deenmed desirable or necessary to conpose themin the first place. Then
we can take a |l ook at the poens thenselves and get an idea of what and
how t hey nmean, including, especially, how they beg.

The Angl o- Saxon era enconpasses roughly the first half of English
medi eval history, coeval with the A d English linguistic period, which
begins traditionally with the Angl o-Saxon “invasion” of 449 and ends
around 1100, about a generation after the Norman Conquest.? At the
begi nning of this period, the Roman Enpire was contracting as a result
of the barbarian incursions of the fifth century. The Enpire’s subjects
in Britain, grouped under the rubric “Britons,” were primarily of
Celtic descent, but present also were Gernanic peoples, including the
Angl es and Saxons, sone of whom may have come to Britain as soldiers in
the Roman arny, others as part of a nore general migration.? Wen the
Romans left Britain around 410 C.E., these Germanic fol k began arriving
in increasing nunbers and ultimately noved in permanently. The cultura

exchange between the newconers and the inhabitants nust have been
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compl ex. Although it rmay be tenpting to think of the Gernanic peoples
that spread their culture throughout Europe, including England, as a
single cultural entity, such a characterization would be of linted
hel p in describing them The early Germans known to the Romans were
spread out over a huge geographic area covering present-day Europe,
western Russia, and the Near East, and as a consequence there was nuch
variety in their custons and |ifeways as well as in the | anguages they
spoke, although all of the latter are now comonly grouped under the

wi de-ranging famly designated “Germani ¢c” (Todd 1992, Introduction). W
coul d speculate at length on the identities of these peoples, but, as
hi storian Ml col m Todd has warned, “[a]ll that is reasonably certainis
that a menber of a German tribe, when asked about his or her
affiliations, would have answered ‘Langobard,’ ‘Vandal,’ ‘Frisian,’ or
“CGoth,’” not ‘Germanus’” (1992, 9). The peoples who settled in Engl and,
characterized by historians as Angles, Saxons, and Jutes, anobng others,
shoul d be understood to contain subgroups that designated thensel ves by
di fferent names. Although significant cultural commonalities remain
anong the various groups, this localization of identity and,
consequently, of authority will play an inportant role as we discuss
the cul tural underpinnings of the beggi ng poens.

There was a certain anount of continuity between Gernmanic culture
and the Celtic lifeways with which it nerged, particularly in the
systens of kinship and service that characterized both.4 The Germanic
peopl es, however different, were certainly not conpletely alien to the
Celts. Neverthel ess, whatever sinmilarities that m ght have existed were
insufficient to snoothe the transition from Romano-Celtic to Angl o-

Saxon authority. The transformation of Roman Britain into Engl and was
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full of bitter conflicts and serpentine alliances; it was a tinme of
sweeping cultural and political change and both the growth and
di m nution of knowl edge. Historian C. Warren Hollister wites of the
departure of the Romans and the creation of England in a regretful
al nost el egi ac tone:

Insofar as any land can lose its past, Britain

had | ost hers, and the history of Angl o-Saxon

Engl and begins with a virtual tabula rasa. A new

| anguage superseded the ol d; Gernman heat heni sm

took the place of British Christianity; the

square Celtic fields gave way to the long strip

fields of the Angl o-Saxons; the Celtic famly

farmwas replaced, for the nost part, by the

Angl o- Saxon village community; and Ronano-

British town |ife vanished altogether. In a

word, Britain was transformed into “Angle-Land,”

or Engl and. (1966, 23)

Angl o- Saxon Engl and was a long way frompolitical unification

Much of the period s history remains shrouded in nystery; there is
sinply not a sufficient quantity of information available to us, at our
far renove, to allow nore than tentative specul ati ons regardi ng any
nunber of key events and trends (Abels 1988, Introduction). The
prevailing picture is one of many, often contesting centers of power, a
consequence of the very nature of Germanic tribal culture. Around the
sixth or seventh century, according to Janmes, so-called “super-
ki ngdons, ” anal gamati ons of smaller sub-kingdons, began to assert their

power. At tines the various kingdons were required to cooperate with
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each other, which they did, nore or |ess successfully. This state of
affairs could and often did disintegrate into bickering and even open
war fare as kings were overthrown and sub-ki ngs were repl aced. s
Ironically, the endless dissent and jockeying for power that nade
Engl and’ s path to nationhood rocky also made its ultimte success
possi bl e. The ancient and extrenely durabl e bonds of |ordship and
kinship were central to this transformation. Anglo-Saxon life was |ived
at the local level and organi zed around the activities of the lord, be
he a king or vassal to a king, and those who did his bidding. The
highly idealistic social code governing this arrangenent, which was
al most universally acknow edged i f not al ways practiced, was one of
Angl o- Saxon poetry’s organi zing principles. Under this system an
ancestor of the highly romanticized cult of chivalry, elected Kings
m ght use their influence to pass on their donmins to their sons, but
it was not out of the question for an interloper to utilize his own
talents to supplant the heir apparent. Personal charisma and bravery,
as well as wealth, which was transitory and marked for inmediate
redi stribution, were of paramount inportance in deternining the very
hi erarchi cal social and political pecking order. Alord s nost trusted
retainers, who were the primary beneficiaries of his generosity and
often also his blood kinsnen, were expected to follow himinto the jaws
of death if necessary, and they sonetines did. Violations of this order
were not unheard of, but major instances, such as the betrayal of a
lord by his retainers, were viewed with outrage and horror. These
deeply felt values have the force of law in the Angl o-Saxon poetic
corpus. ©

The close union of lord and retainers was terned the comitatus by
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Roman commentators and formed the core political unit controlling early
Angl o- Saxon society.” The inportance of the interaction between a |ord
and his retainers and of the exchange of treasure for services rendered
is difficult to overstate. Al though sone scholars use the term
comtatus interchangeably with “retinue” or the less famliar German
CGef ol gschaft, the first usage has gathered such a wealth of
connotations and inplications fromits specific application to Gernanic
culture that | will use it rather than the conparatively generic
“retinue.”

It is worthwhile to make explicit at this point that the social
norms that guided this turbulent society and which formthe basis of
the follow ng discussion are derived here fromthe poetry itself. For
students of literature, this approach is both a bl essing and a curse:

t he object of our study and the resources that informus about it are
one and the sane. That fact lends a blush of circularity to our
endeavors. Cearly, our approach does not constitute traditiona
hi st ori ography, and we have not yet nade cl ear whether or not the
poetry should even be considered a reliable source for the sort of
i nformati on we seek. In his consideration of the A d English poem The
Battl e of Mal don, which describes an actual battle that occurred in
991, historian Richard Abels has suggested that

it is one thing to acknow edge The Battl e of

Mal don to be a piece of imaginative literature,

a work of art rather than of history, and quite

another to dismiss it conpletely as a source for

the period.... Even granting the poet’s

del i berate archai smand his addiction to



18

literary conventions, it is nore than likely

that the poem presents an idealized, but

essentially accurate, portrayal of an early

el event h-century Angl o- Saxon host, one that

woul d not have struck its audience as too far

renoved fromthe reality they knew. (1988, 147)
The fact that the poem s version of reality is “idealized” is exactly
what nakes it interesting to us. The portrayals of right behavior
noble fealty, and lordly propriety found in Mal don and el sewhere give
us a baseline on which to posit exactly what the Angl o- Saxon poet
expected of his patron and vice versa.

The conceptualization of the conmitatus that will be enployed in
this chapter is of the nost traditional, unconplicated, idealized sort,
i.e., that retainers do service and their lord rewards them Although
much inportant and insightful work has been done in recent years to
illumnate the conplexities of the relationship between lords and their
retainers in Angl o- Saxon Engl and, and the revel ation of those
conmplexities in the poetry of the period,® the poens that we shal
consider in this chapter nake only the nost routine assunptions about
the obligations binding |ord and retainers.

The conitatus was a recursive phenonenon. The king and his circle
of trusted retainers conprised a comtatus, and each of those retainers
in turn mght support his own comtatus, and so on. The lord s nost
trusted underlings belonged to a group terned the dugup, and up-and-
com ng individual s who were younger and had | ess experience bel onged to
the geogup. The lord s sponsorship of his own children, the children of

his retai ners, and whonever el se he night choose to support as a
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gesture of magnaninmity allowed the geogup to grow and endure.® The case
of Beowulf is worth considering. W take Beowul f as a gui de because the
poem bearing his nane is a main source of insight into Angl o-Saxon
custom belief, and ritual, however idealized. Beowl f's father

Ecgt heow, was married to King Hrethel’s daughter. Wen Beowul f was

seven, King Hrethel sponsored him

lc wes syfanwintre pa nec sinca bal dor,
freaw ne fol ca & mnum f aaler genam

heol d nec ond had de Hr edel cyning,

geaf me sinc ond synbel, si bbe germunde. (I1. 2428-31)

[l was seven years old when King Hrethel, the

ruler of treasure, lordly friend of the people,

took me fromny father, held and protected ne,

gave ne treasure and entertai nnent, was m ndfu

of Kkinship.]
Beowul f, of course, went on to serve as the trusted retainer of a
nunber of kings and eventually hinself becanme king of the Geats.

The tribal nature of the conitatus was given expression by the
interrel ationships exenplified above. Marriages, births, and adoptions
created ties of blood and enotion that were a far cry fromthe often
tenporary bonds that united lords and their retainers in the days of
Chaucer, Lydgate, and Hoccl eve. Monetary rewards were inportant under
both systenms, but the synbolic character of such rewards appears to
have been nore inportant during Angl o-Saxon times, if the frequency and
heartfelt feeling with which the poetry dwells on such matters is any
i ndi cation. Neverthel ess, Mal colm Todd warns us that the health of the

comtatus ultimtely depended on the lord's mlitary success. However
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deep the ties of kinship night be, if a lord could not provide an
opportunity for glory and its consequent rewards -- sustenance and
survival, at least -- one comtatus might ultinmately wi ther away while
anot her, nore successful one grew at its expense (1992, 31-32).

Thus, as Beowul f makes explicit by repetition, both in the quote
above and el sewhere in the poem treasure was everything. Wth treasure
in whatever form be it land or jewels or rings or weapons or arnor or
feasting, the lord rewarded | oyal service and, nore inportantly, nade
men worthy. Taking Beowul f again as a guide, it can be said with little
exaggeration that treasure itself was nerely a neans to an end, however
lavishly it mght be exhibited. The |ord bestowed treasure upon
retainers of note, who in turn distributed it to those who had
performed services for them The rewarding of treasure, as enphasized
so clearly in Beowl f, served to endow nmen with renown as well as
wealth, and it was renown that strengthened the comtatus. Men of worth
were always welcone in the lord' s circle of retainers, and were apt to
win even nore renown with their conbined efforts, which nmade the gifts
| arger, the entertai nment nore | avish.

The happy side of life in the conmitatus, then, as we can see, was
characterized by bright treasure, feasting, song, and conradeship, al
of which were the bounty of the lord. The unhappy side quite sinply
consi sted of the death or disappearance of the lord and the perquisites
he provided. According to Anne L. Klinck

In the close-knit tribal society depicted by Ad
Engl i sh poetry, separation fromthe person or
persons to whom one bel ongs deprives [one] not

only of conpani onship but of one’'s entire
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function in the world. One’s lord, whether

liege-lord or husband, and friends, that is

“l oved ones,” “kin,” provide an envel opi ng

security. Thus, the sense of separation which in

a nodern setting mght arise froma nmultiplicity

of situations characteristically takes the form

of exile. (1992, 225-26)
The contrasting of exile and bel onging, of light and dark, is one of
the nost prominent notifs in Angl o- Saxon poetry, and is the primary
expressive node in what are traditionally termed the “el egies.”10

Aside fromthe alien social mlieu fromwhich it sprang, the Add

Engl i sh poetic corpus is also quite foreign to us in terns of both
| anguage and artistic origins. At its best, as in Beowl f, the poetry
controls and conveys the passions and excesses of its nmaterials with an
artistry that is flexibly rigorous. The oxynoronic flavor of this
assertion is actually apropos. The fact that only around thirty
thousand |ines of prosodically consistent A d English poetry have
survived does not linmt the extraordinary range of its subject matter
and voice. It may be that the very range of the poetry has been
responsi bl e for many of the nisunderstandings and conflicts arising
fromits study. Such a large nunber of often contradictory cultura
referents are interwoven and conflated in the poens that, in the past,
schol ars have forned interpretive canps based on the major points of
conflict. Using the historical and cultural background of the poetry as
a frame of reference, we can gain insight into some of the nost
fundanmental differences of opinion and perhaps arrive at a satisfactory

portrayal of the ideol ogical inperatives of this very foreign poetry.
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Schol ars have put forth a variety of paradignms with which to
explain A d English poetry, and nuch lively and often contenti ous
debate has resulted. One of the central tensions in efforts to explain
ad English poetry has arisen fromthe varying enphases on the
conmparative orality or literacy of the texts under consideration. O
course, this fornulation is far too sinplistic to do justice to the
complexity of what is at issue, but it does provide us with a point of
departure. Orality and literacy, which we will initially represent as
paradigns in conflict, will ultinmately be recogni zed as endpoints on a
spect rum

It is obvious that much A d English poetry derives its subject
matter fromthe literary tradition: bible stories, hagi ographies, and
the like. Critics like Huppé (1959) have enphasi zed the close
correlation between certain Latin texts and correspondi ng or anal ogous
ad English texts with an eye to explaining the latter as an outgrowth
of the former, in terns of both subject matter and style. An
alternative viewpoi nt, however, explains the Ad English poens as
participants in an oral tradition, with a set of inperatives quite
different in nost respects fromthat of the literary Latin tradition
Parti sans of this viewpoint have suggested that the poens are
outgrowths, if not outright exanples, of oral traditional song, perhaps
even transcribed from perfornmance and dependent for their form and
content on the pagan tradition fromwhich they sprang (O Keeffe 1990
8-14).

Schol ars who have enphasized the literary qualities of Ad
English poetry, often understood as religiosity, have typically favored

the i mage of the poet as an inspired and very literate cleric conposing
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verse with pen and paper and with the texts of the Latin fathers either
borne in mind or open before him?1 These critics see AOd English poetry
as an outgrowth or appendage of the tradition that gave us scholars and
witers such as Alcuin and Bede. Articles and books by a nunber of
i nfluential scholars have promulgated this viewpoint. Interestingly
enough, the focus of their studies has often been Beowul f, arguably one
of the nost “pagan” of A d English poens and shaped, as we have seen
by its enphasis on typically Angl o- Saxon concerns |ike the proper
interaction of lords and retainers (Huppé 1984). There are only a few
unanbi guously biblical nods in the poem in one of them the nonster
Grendel is depicted as the kindred of Cain, forsworn by the “Scyppend
[creator]” (I. 106), in this context undoubtedly the Judaeo-Christian
deity. In fact, references to ruling powers that may be transl ated as
“Lord” or “lord,” depending on the reader’s desire to defend or refute
the religious conponent, are ubiquitous in the poem There is
ultimately little in the content of Beowul f to suggest that its
concerns are primarily Christian. |, for one, do not support the
contention that Beowl f is shaped to any great extent by religious
concerns, although religious elements -- often nere references or name-
droppi ng, as we have seen -- are undeniably present. On the other hand,
a |l arge body of Christian verse does exist to which the nethods of
critics who enphasi ze the bookish el enent can be nore or |ess
effectively applied; one need only consider tours de force like the AOd
Engli sh Genesis, Exodus, and Andreas to be satisfied of this.

In fact, forrmulating the oral/literate debate as a dichotony may
have done nore to hinder our understanding of Ad English verse than to

advance it. We will certainly gain | ess by weighing the relative
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proportions of presunptively opposite qualities than we will by
eval uating the conplexities of their adnixture. Katherine O Brien
O Keeffe did pioneering work in this regard in her 1990 study Visible
Song, which “sets out to exam ne one aspect in the growh of literacy
i n Angl o- Saxon England and its evidence in the manuscript records of
A d English verse” (1990, ix). O Keeffe's conparison of decidedly
literary Latin texts and contenporary O d English manuscripts suggests
that the A d English tradition had an oral basis and was still in the
process of becoming literary. For instance, Latin poetry was carefully
lineated, while AOd English verse was witten down in a “run-on” style
without simlar attenpts to visually reflect stylistic and formal
components (1990, 1-22). O Keeffe very judiciously sums up her findings

The conditions “orality” and “literacy” are the

endpoi nts on a conti nuum t hrough whi ch the

technol ogy of witing affects and nodi fi es human

perception. The i medi ate consequence of such a

definition is that it admits the possibility

that residual orality might be encoded in early

manuscri pts. Indeed, considerations of the

character of witten Ad English, the graphic

conventions of the manuscripts of both Latin and

ad English poetry, and the psychol ogy of

readi ng toget her suggest that such is the case

(1990, 13)

A. N. Doane substantially concurs with O Keeffe’'s findings, with

strong enphasis on the influence of oral performance, whether nore or

| ess prevalent, on AOd English poetic texts, especially Beowl f, which
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between orality and literacy would have carried a sensitivity to
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performance with him in effect setting down his own performance on the

page. As Doane writes,

The traditions of vernacul ar poetry remained

primarily oral, even after |ong centuries of

witing had nodified those traditions. Scribes

who wote what they saw, al so heard what they

wote. The scribe’s witing, linked to the past

by menory and the exenpl ar and enbedded in the

present by the scribe’s intentional activities,

was a performance of a specialized kind, which

inits physicality and uni queness is an anal og

to oral performance. (2003, 63)
In confirmati on of the remarks of both O Keeffe and Doane, our sanple
A d English poens can both be explained as the products of nixed
i nfluences. In particular, though, we will be interested in the ora
tradi tional influence, particularly its social value system which
provi des the foundation on which we will attenpt to base our
understanding of the interaction of poet and patron in early medi eva

Engl and, as well as a key to understanding how t he poens beg.

Students of oral traditions believe that early Gernmanic verse, as

wel | as descendants like the poenms in the A d English canon, is part of

a tradition anal ogous to those of the ancient G eeks and nodern South

Sl avic singers, which were first studied in detail by MInan Parry and

his student Al bert Lord.® Poens that arise froman oral tradition are

initially at |east, conposed w thout benefit of techni ques comonly
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associated with literary production, such as extended reflection and
revision prior to delivery. Conposition of a “purely” oral traditiona
work takes place in the presence of an audi ence, as the work is
perforned. It should not be surprising that one of the central concerns
of students of oral traditional poetry is the act of conposition
including the artistic and performative contexts in which conposition
t akes pl ace. 4

In order for an oral tradition to function, poet and audi ence
nmust share sonme fund of know edge and experience. In the case of the
Germanic tradition, as we shall see, common touchstones are figures
both historical and fictional, as well as the patterned phraseol ogy
that attaches to themin the formof epithets, characteristic
activities, and the like. For an oral traditional audience, a brief
reference can function as a netonymic trigger evocative of a whole
series of renenbered associations. For instance, when the Deor-poet
very briefly mentions King Theodric (Il. 18-20), his audience would be
prepared to recall whatever they knew about the very fampus Theodric,
utilizing their know edge of the tradition and its catal og of nmenories.
Thus, the nmere nmention of Theodric’'s nanme calls up associations with
hi s deeds, which can then either be rehearsed in detail by the
perfornmer or left to be filled in by the audience.

In the AOd English oral tradition, the poet or, in the words of
Al bert Lord (1960), the singer of tales, is called a scop. As | have
i ndi cated, audi ence and scop interact on the basis of a shared non-
literate tradition that includes know edge of both the stories in the
corpus and the mechanisns of their telling. Since the stories are part

of the shared nenories of audience and scop, it is the scop’s job to
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redact themwi th a careful attentiveness to his audi ence’ s responses,
which will guide himin the progress of his performance. The
performance is fluid and situational, enabled by the relative enphases
pl aced on epi sodes rather than by any slavish attention to the genera
pattern of the narrative. The poet uses |earned phrases, scenes, and
situations to nove the story along at his own pace, perhaps increasing
the narrative tenpo as the audience’s attention |ags, stopping to dwell
on a detail or scene when they are focused with him Since both poet
and audi ence are well versed in the details of the story, the telling
is everything; those characteristic occasions when the poet hones in on
a narrative detail and | avishes his verbal powers upon it are key.
Thus, conpositional decisions regarding the story as a whole are
subordi nated to the give-and-take between perforner and audi ence; an
encour agi ng response nmay encourage a decision to pursue details that
during another performance m ght be unwarranted. In fact, nost of the
A d English canon’s finest nonents conme during these |ingering nonments
of description and expansi on, whatever the subject of the nonment may
be: the splendor of treasure, a ring-prowed ship riding the whale’'s
road, a hero’s death, the approach of a hero (or nonster), the
suffering of those |eft behind. The ubiquity of such diversions tells
us a good deal about the preferences of the audi ence and al so
contributes to the marked parataxis of formcharacteristic of ora
traditional art with its succession of characteristic scenes and
details.

Moder n audi ences who have absorbed the niceties of literary
narrative transition often find the pacing of traditional narratives

rather jarring at first and, if they are not famliar with the
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tradition as a whole, may al so wonder what the notivation for various
di gressi ons and asi des m ght be. Krapp and Dobbie, the editors of
Volume |11 of the Angl o-Saxon Poetic Records, in which Wdsith appears,
found the poem “very uneven both in contents and style” and conpl ai ned
that Wdsith's catalogs of his journeys “seemto have been inserted at
random w thout very close attention to their appropriateness or to the
snmoot hness of the transitions” (1932, xliii). The traditional, non-
literate features of oral poetry account for nost of the difficulties
that literate audiences have with it. First, the paratactic quality we
have noted (Ong 1982, 37-38) mmy create a general inpression of
di sj oi ntedness or lack of forward progress, as the reaction of Krapp
and Dobbi e exenplifies. However, the process of lining up one seemingly
di sparate elenment after another is central to the oral traditiona
approach to poetry, and quite necessary to the audi ence's
conpr ehensi on. Aural reception of poetry requires what m ght be terned
a localized approach, with the enphasis on what is happeni ng here and
now i n the poem what Ong describes as the “situational rather than
abstract” enphasis of oral poetry (1982, 49ff.). References and
allusions to other parts of the poem becone problenmatic. Edward B.
Irving notes that scholars trained in the usual nodern literary
approaches to interpretation

saw not hing amss in pointing out the fine

appropriateness of an ironic allusion in |ine

1752 to a word used earlier in line 8 No

i stening audi ence coul d ever have registered

such a connection, and it is certain no

perform ng poet used to the ways of oral poetry
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woul d have bothered to set one up, even granting

that he coul d have renmenbered it hinmself when

the right time cane. (1989, 13)%
Related to this narrative “disjointedness” is the comon
conmpl ai nt regardi ng the perceived repetitiousness of oral poetry.
Such recurrence is necessary, again because of the paratactic and
aggregative nature of the poetry and the netonynic inperative
that enabl es audi ences to create whole strings of associations
fromnmere phrases. Mreover, in the nost obvious cases of
repetition, in which, for instance, a character is described by a
| engthy series of epithets, it should be noted that the epithets
are not nmerely repetitions but serve to expand and conpl ement the
description as a whol e. 18

Fred C. Robi nson has denominated this tendency toward repetition

and reinforcenent the “appositive style” (1985). According to Robinson
the appositive style

occupi es a mddl e ground between grammer and

style, between syntax and narrative nethod.

Appositions and appositive style are the

aut onati ¢ nmeans by which an A d English poet

proceeds fromthought to thought. They can be

simul taneously transitional, nom nalizing and

enphasi zing as they brint out by suggestion the

conpl ex meani ngs of events, notifs, and words.

(80)
In order to denonstrate what Robinson is getting at, we should strike

the word “repetition” in the first sentence of this paragraph and
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replace it with the termpreferred in Ad English studies, “variation”
(1985, 3). The reason for performing this substitution is sinple. The
word “repetition” can be seen as inplying that the nultiplication of
epithets in reference to Beowul f serves a nerely ornanental purpose. In
the course of his short volume Beowul f and the Appositive Style (1985),
Robi nson suggests that the words, phrases, and narrative bl ocks that
structure Beowul f are neant not only to reinforce meaning but to provide
addi tional |ayers of neaning.

The very persistence of the fornms and techni ques of Gernmanic ora
traditional poetry through tine bears witness to their power and to the
conservatismof the tradition (Ong 1982, 41-42). Aside froma few
not abl e exceptions, the Ad English canon displays a remarkabl e prosodic
consi stency. The fact that we cannot date nost O d English poens with a
very useful degree of accuracy only enphasizes this point. The
persistence of oral traditional fornms into literate tines underscores
the strength of the tradition and illustrates the very gradual nature of
the transformation. ! Neverthel ess, we nust heed the remarks of O Keeffe
and Doane cited above and reenphasize that the A d English poens that
remain to us are the products of the collision, the anal gamation, of two
extraordinarily powerful forces.2°

This description is not a rigorously detailed one, but it does
give a feel for what oral conposition enconpasses. The scenes and
situations that nove the poetry paratactically fromone narrative
nmoment to the next are termed “themes” in Parry-Lord theory and are, in
Lord’ s words, “the groups of ideas regularly used in telling a tale in
the fornmulaic style of traditional song” (1960, 68). The grouping of

ideas is a central conpositional inpetus in both |ong and short poens
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in the dd English canon. The creation of themes is facilitated by the

use of “formulas,” defined by Parry as “a group of words which is

regul arly enpl oyed under the sanme netrical conditions to express a
given essential idea” (qtd. in Lord 1960, 30). W will explore
fornul ai ¢ | anguage in our discussion of the Ad English begging poens,
but let it suffice at present to note that fornulaic patterns recur
with variations and as such are recogni zable to the well-versed

audi ence; they provide that audience with a bold enphasis when
skillfully utilized, as evidenced even in presentday classroom readings
of the poens in the original |anguage.

Perhaps it is surprising that the A d English scribes were so
successful at nmanaging, and particularly at bal ancing, their varied
skills. It is very clear, however, that their apparently opposing
i nfluences were both acconodated and utilized quite naturally. In fact,
exanpl es of the Anglo-Saxon flair for brilliant and vivid synthesis
abound. To consi der one exanple, The Dream of the Rood, one of the nobst
popul ar and ommi present of A d English poens, is also one of the nost
i ntense and el oquent conpositions in the canon; it depicts Christ at
Cal vary as a young CGermanic warrior (geong haded, |. 39a) who
stoutheartedly nmounts the cross (Il. 39-41).22 Cearly, this poem
occupi es a place sonewhere in the spectrum between orality and
literacy, but a lively debate woul d probably ensue if we attenpted to
determ ne exactly which end it tended toward.

As we have seen, what survives of Od English poetry was
ultimately the work, at least in part, of a literate individual working
with pen and paper and al nost certainly affiliated with the Church,

al t hough such an affiliation does not necessarily nmean the individua
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inmported his religious inpulses into any given redaction. During the
Angl o- Saxon period the Church had an effective nonopoly on literacy
despite the efforts of visionaries like King Alfred (fl. ninth
century), who enthusiastically supported scholarship and literacy
(Wormald 1975, 113). Cerical redactors were apparently, on the whol e,
faithful to their originals, whether oral or witten, and made little
use of their Latin training. Gabrielle Knappe has warned that we
“shoul d i ndeed be careful about attributing rhetorical features of Ad
English... texts to a direct influence of the ars bene dicendi because,
general ly speaking, there are no indications that scholars in Anglo-
Saxon Engl and (c. 700-1066) studied this discipline” (1997, 6). Since
oral traditional techniques continued to be used as the transition was
made fromorality to literacy, we have no way of determ ning exactly
how nuch of any given O d English poemwas conposed with pen in hand
and how nmuch was the transcription, renenbrance, or re-creation of
orally delivered works. As Larry D. Benson has asserted, A d English
poet s

could and did wite heavily fornulaic verse

and... could do so pen in hand... not because

t he denmands of the neter or the pressures of

oral conposition prevent the poet from pausing

to select sonme nore suitable phrase but because

this phrase is suitable, is part of a poetic

diction that is clearly oral in origin but that

is nowjust as clearly a literary convention

(1966, 339)

We know even | ess about hypot hetical Angl o-Saxon singers of tales
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who conposed in performance than we do about the literate individuals
who created the nanuscripts, although there has been nmuch specul ation
Donal d K. Fry has asserted that “sung narratives seemto have forned
the main entertainment of all |evels of Angl o-Saxon society fromKking
to cowherd” (1974, 233). Fry cites the story of that best-known of al
Angl o- Saxon poets, Caednon, the lowy functionary who reputedly
conmposed the short religious piece that bears his name. The poem
appears in Bede's Ecclesiastical History of the English People in a
Latin version, presumably a translation fromthe Od English, although
twel ve copies of the manuscript include back-translations into Ad
English either in the margin or at the bottom of the page (Fry 1974,
228). According to Bede's story, when a sacred passage was read to him
Caednon woul d go hone, returning the next day with a poem paraphrasing
t he passage. Fry offers the opinion that Caednon worked out his poens
on his own, perhaps nenorizing thembefore his performances (1974,
231). That Caednon was nore gifted than the typical part-tine poet
seens clear, but his preoccupations and efforts were probably not
unusual , although if the volunme of poetry remaining to us is any

i ndication the transcription of such efforts was uncomon. The

popul arity of perforned narratives anong Gernanic folk and their
Engl i sh descendants attested to by Fry is certainly well-docunented; it
was al ready established in the tine of Tacitus, and the old story of

Al cui n, who conpl ai ned that the nonks occupi ed thenselves with heroic
verse rather than holier things, offers additional support. J. Opland
has quite reasonably suggested that there were professional Angl o-Saxon
singers as well as uncounted imtators with less training (1971, 176).

The conplexity of oral traditional poetry suggests that there nust
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have been sone sort of |earning process by which the tricks of the
trade were transmitted. Since we have no way of recovering the details
of how an AOd English poet |learned his art, an exanple from anot her
oral tradition may provide us with insights. In the second chapter of
his classic study The Singer of Tales, Al bert B. Lord provides a
fascinating description of the |learning process of the Yugoslavi an
singers who were the subject of his and MIman Parry’s studies in the
nineteen thirties. This process might be called training but for the
fact that, fromour twenty-first century perspective, such training
woul d be viewed as al nost hopel essly ad hoc. According to Lord, the two
prerequi sites for becoming an oral traditional singer are “illiteracy
and the desire to gain proficiency in singing epic poetry” (1960, 20).
The first qualification is necessary not only for the poet but for his
audi ence as well, for, as Lord states, societies in which literacy
becones prevalent turn to books for their stories (1960, 20). The
second qualification is one that has been integral to artistic
apprenticeship since art was born. \Wat eventually places gifted
artists in a class by thenselves is, in large part, the degree to which
they are consuned not only by art but by their determination to create
their owmn art. It is not an unreasonabl e extrapol ati on to suggest that
illiteracy and desire have been prerequisite to the successfu
devel opnent of virtually all oral traditional poets, Anglo-Saxon
i ncl uded.

Once the desire is there, the process can begin. According to
Lord, there are three steps in the training of an oral poet (1960, 21-
29). First, the neophyte sits and listens while others sing, absorbing

the fornulas, themes, and story patterns. At sone point the passive
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listener becones a tentative performer, the second stage in the
process, and finally, in the third, a full-fledged performer who works
before a critical audience. The testinony of Se o Koli , one of Parry
and Lord' s informants, may reflect an experience very nuch |ike that of
the Angl o-Saxon |yricist Cadnon. Se o recalls the performances of ora
poets of an evening either at his own honme or that of a neighbor. Such
occasi ons were opportunities for absorbing the fundanmentals of his art.

The next day when | was with the flock [Se o

says], | would put the song together, word for

word, without the gusle [a stringed instrunent

used to acconpany the perfornmance], but | would

sing it frommenory, word for word, just as the

singer had sung it.... Then | |earned gradually

to finger the instrument, and to fit the

fingering to the words, and ny fingers obeyed ne

better and better.... | didn't sing anong the
men until | had perfected the song, but only
anong the young fellows in ny circle... not in

front of nmy elders and betters. (Lord 1960, 21)
Anong the South Slavic poets observed by Parry and Lord,

prof essi onal poets were usually beggars and, according to Lord, “were
not very good singers” (1960, 18). Non-professionals, on the other
hand, came fromall |evels of society and represented the best of the
singers Parry and Lord studi ed. However, the differences between Serbo-
Croatian and Angl o- Saxon social realities necessitate a nore detailed
consideration. Wile there were al nost surely considerabl e nunbers of

i ti nerant Angl o- Saxon singers of tales, professionals between jobs, as
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wel |l as innumerabl e senm -pros and amateurs |ike Caslnon, there were
al so, judging fromthe evidence of poens |ike Deor, sone poets who
found prestige and anple renuneration as well as a fairly pernanent
livelihood, perhaps with the local lord or with a king if they were
very tal ented and | ucky.

It is reasonable to suppose that professional singers spent
varyi ng percentages of their time actually engaged in singing, and it
is likely that the nost successful singers counted singing as only one
of a variety of related skills. As we shall see in Chapters Two and
Three, poets of later centuries were nultitalented. Since a singer’s
artistic acconplishnents advertised his verbal dexterity, he could
naturally also be of use in the role of spokesman, a role that could be
fulfilled either in speech or song. Certainly in a place as subject to
recurrent strife and shortages as Angl o- Saxon Engl and, only a wealthy
| ord could have afforded a scop who did nothing but sing, so nost
scopas who found a patron probably fulfilled additional functions as
retainers to their lords, whether as warriors, advisers, or servants.

O her, less fortunate poets, whether amateurs or not, had to support
t hensel ves as they could and were heard when the opportunity presented
itself.

There is little direct evidence to indicate exactly how nuch
prestige the professional Angl o-Saxon poet m ght have enjoyed. Nornan
El i ason argues that “[h]owever prevalent or |avish royal generosity may
actual | y have been... we cannot assune it was commonly extended to
scops” (1966, 192). Eliason offers no support for his position, and
al t hough no docunentary evidence of the scop’s status exists outside of

the poetry, there are a nunber of good reasons for questioning his
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assunption. Wile not every scop enjoyed wide fane and wealth, it is
quite likely that whatever fame and weal th he acquired were awarded for
all his services, as described above. An individual of talent and
utility would have enjoyed considerable favor with his | ord and been
rewarded for his very real services, an exanple of the quid pro quo
that held the comtatus together. The scop’s function as a propogandi st
deserves enphasis as well. A noble who housed a fine singer of tales at
his court was in possession of a valuable commodity. The dropping of
wel | - known nanes is a conmonpl ace of heroic verse, as we shall see in
our discussion of Wdsith and Deor, and a scop’s linking of his
master’s name with those of the immortal honored would surely have been
desirable. As both entertainer and officer in possession of his lord s
ear, a full-fledged and vital nenber of the comtatus, the enterprising
scop’s position, contrary to Eliason's clains, could have been an
envi abl e one indeed, with plenty of job security. In Beowul f, when the
nonster, Grendel, lurks outside the great hall, Heorot, his savage and
jealous heart is rent by “hearpan sweg, / switol sang scopes [the nusic
of the harp, the sweet song of the scop]” (Il. 89b-90a). Grendel’s
suffering has its root in his recognition of the scop’s activity as an
embl em of all that is right and harnonious in Heorot. The conpl ex
integration of the poet into his environnent and his consequent
i nportance seemclear, even given the fact that the npbst el oquent
testi mony we have in support of this contention is his own.

In fact, some of the nost vivid characters we encounter in dd
English poetry are the scopas thensel ves, particularly in the el egies
and t he beggi ng poens. The el egies, for instance, alnost always enpl oy

the first person and sonetines even identify the narrator as a scop or
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at the very least, a person capable of song. “Mmy ic be ne syl fum
sodgi ed wecan,” begins The Seafarer (I. 1). “l can recite a true |ay
about nyself.”22 Deor and Wdsith, the personalities associated with our
two beggi ng poens, stand out anpong the characters peopling A d English
verse, first because they have nanes, which is not a usual feature of
the shorter poens, particularly the el egies, and second because the
poens bearing their names stand out as significant poetic achi evenents
even in a canon marked by quality.

Qur two A d English begging poens, like all the other poens in
the canon save Caednon’s Hynmm and one of the riddles, appear only once
in contenporary manuscripts. The magnificent gathering called The
Exet er Book contains, besides Deor and Wdsith, a significant
proportion of the best Add English verse that remains to us. The book
whi ch was added to the Exeter Cathedral collection by Leofric, Bishop
of Exeter from 1050 until 1072, was probably created sone eighty years
previously in the late tenth century, and suffered a long history of
abuse, seeing service both as a cutting board and as a coaster for a
carel essly handl ed beer nug. The poens to which we now turn our
attention, however, exist in relatively unblem shed folios and thus are
available to us in a formthat requires nuch | ess conjecture than those
wor ks featured in danmaged portions of the book. 23

The formand techni que of Wdsith are typical of many of the
shorter A d English poens: an introductory section is followed by the
mai n body of the poem then a brief gnom c conclusion. These
demarcations nmay be nore or | ess obvious in the najority of the shorter
poens, but in Wdsith they are very apparent indeed since they are

reinforced by an apparently arithnetic symmetry. The basic structure of



39

the poemis as follows: a nine-line prologue, Wdsith's speech (II. 10-
134), and a nine-line epilogue. Kenp Ml one, editor of the standard
edition of the poem divides Wdsith's speech into three fitts, each of
whi ch contains a thula, an Icel andic philol ogical term neaning
“metrical name list” (1962, 27), with the names given in descending
order of inportance. Additionally, Eliason identifies introductory and
concluding elenents in Wdsith's speech, Il. 10-13 and Il. 131-34,
respectively, lending even greater strength and conplexity to the
symretry of the poems structure (1966, 185). To sunmarize the poem s
contents briefly, in the prologue Wdsith hinself is presented to us.
In his speech he discourses at length but inlittle detail of his
travel s through many | ands and his service to a multitude of prom nent
ki ngs. The epilogue is a gnonic reflection on honor and right behavior.

The rigorous symretry of the formof Wdsith, with its enphasis
on multiples of threes, presents an interesting conundrum One could
say that the nine-line (three tines three) introduction and concl usion
and the three fitts of the poenis nmain body constitute a design so
regul ar and visually pleasing that it nust be the product of a literate
sensibility. Athough this viewpoint does possess certain attractions,
and seens reasonable, the evidence of the manuscript with its run-on
presentation does not appear to support it. Nevertheless, in the
context of Ad English poetry, where orality and literacy live as one
it may not be unreasonable to suggest that the literate visual sense,
whi ch prizes symetry, may have, in the case of Wdsith, inpressed
itself upon the poet. As we shall see, simlar suggestions can be made
regar di ng Deor.

The poenis prologue introduces the title character in the third
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person, marking the poet as synpathetic with, but distinct from

Wdsith. The passage begins with a flourish of traditional phraseol ogy:

W dsi 0 nmadel ode, wor dhord onl eac,
se pe nonna nest nmegpa of er eor pan,
f ol ca geondf erde; oft he on flette gepah

nyneli cne mappum (I1. 1-4a)

[Wdsith spoke, unlocked his wordhoard, he who,

anong nen, fared the nost through the nations of

peopl e throughout the earth; often, on the floor

of the hall, he received various treasures.]
The first half-line, or henmistich, is one of the nost comon fornul as
inthe Ad English oral traditional lexicon. It appears in cases of
direct address no fewer than twenty-six tinmes in Beowlf alone and is a
comonal ity in virtually all of the Od English narrative poens. 2
Bef ore Wdsith speaks, however, we are diverted to a description of
him conveyed in high heroic style but with a difference. References to
heroes, particularly in Beowlf, are frequently couched in
superl atives. In Beowl f, for instance, the first of many exanples of
this tendency appears within two hundred lines of the poenis beginning.
Beowul f, arriving to help Hrothgar get rid of Gendel, is described
i diomatically:

se wes noncynnes nmegenes strengest

on pam dagy pyesses lifes,

abel e ond eacen. (Il. 196-98a)

[ He was, of mankind, the greatest in might in

that day of this life, noble and huge.]

The difference in the description of Wdsith, of course, is that,
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rather than being touted for his strength, his great achievenent is the
extent of his travels, in the course of which he has been rewarded with
treasure for his services as scop. The poet has nodified a traditiona
commonpl ace in a way that connects Wdsith, and hinself by extension
with the heroic tradition. The rest of the prologue tells us of
Wdsith's journey with his friend Ealhhild to the court of King
Eormanric. Having descri bed our hero and placed himat the court of a
wel | - known ki ng, “[o]ngan pa worn sprecan [he began then to say nany
things]” (I. 9b).

In nine brief lines, then, the poet has presented Wdsith in
unamnbi guously heroic ternms. In addition, he has utilized | anguage and
techniques that identify hinself as a person faniliar with Od English
poetic principles. Any listener famliar with such poetry wll
recogni ze the fornulaic |anguage and will al so be struck by the
cl everness of Wdsith's claimto fane: his extensive travels. Wy the
latter quality is inportant to the poet’s marketing stratagemw ||
becone apparent as we explore the body of the speech

In the opening lines of his speech, Wdsith begi ns working his way
to the point by comenting, for the first of several tines, on the
behavi or appropriate to a lord:

Fela ic nonna gefragn negpum weal dan

Sceal peodna gehwyl c peawum | i f gan,
eorl after oprum edl e ragdan,
se pe his peodenst ol gepeon wil e.
bPara wes Hwal a hwi | e sel ast
ond Al exandreas ealra ricost

nonna cynnes, ond he nest gepah
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para pe ic ofer foldan gefragn habbe.

[1 have heard of many men ruling nations! Each

of princes, one noble as well as the next, ought

to live according to the custons, ought to rule

t he honel and according to the custonms, he who

wi shes his princely throne to thrive. O those

Hwal a was for a while the best, and Al exander

was the richest of all mankind, and he thrived

the nost of those | have heard of throughout

the world.] (Il. 10-17)
Wdsith' s injunctions regardi ng proper behavior are, of course, given
added weight by the extent of his travels as well as by his dropping of
names. Hwal a has not been identified, but Al exander was renowned in the
M ddl e Ages for his liberality,2 a key characteristic of a successfu
and honorabl e | ord.

After this passage begins the first of Wdsith's thulas, which
gives a listing of rulers and peopl es anong whom Wdsith has served.
Interestingly, the second nane Wdsith drops in this catalog is that of
Eormanric, ruler of the Goths (I. 18b). The choice is telling because,
of course, the prol ogue has already placed Wdsith at the court of
Eormanric the “Hredcyning” (lI. 7a). Although the identification of
Eormanric the Hrethcyning with Eormanric of the Goths is uncertain, the
power of nanmes anmong a people who loved to drop themis self-evident.
Wdsith follows the first thula with sonme comentary on the nobl e
behavi or of various kings, and concludes the fitt with these |ines:

Swa i ¢ geondferde fela frenda | onda

geond gi nne grund. godes ond yfles
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pax ic cunnade cnosl e bi dad ed,
freonmegum f eor f ol gade wi de
For pon ic neg singan and secgan spell
neman fore nmengo i n neoduheal | e
hu me cynegode cystum doht en.

[So | fared through many a strange |and

t hroughout the wi de earth. There, divided from
ny homel and, far fromny free kinsmen, | knew

good and evil, served widely. Therefore, | can

sing and tell a tale, can say, before the

multitude in the mead hall, how kingly ones
honored me with the choicest things.] (Il. 50-
56)

Again, Wdsith takes the opportunity to enphasize the extent of his
travel s, during the course of which he has seen both good behavior and
bad, inplying at the sane tine that it is his know edge of the
di fference between the two that gives himthe ability to tell true
tal es about the rewards given him by right-m nded nobles. Al so of
interest is the fact that he has done so once again in good ora
traditional form evoking the omipresent thene of exile with the
reference to his separation fromhis honel and

The second thula conmences at |line 57 and features a catal og of
peopl es among whom Wdsith has sojourned. Wdsith again provides asides
i ndicating the rewards he has been given for his services, which are
described in nore detail this time; the added detail functions to
convey a greater sense of the splendor of the gifts. Again Eormanric’s

nane i s dropped.



Ond ic wes mid Eormanrice eal l e prage,

pag me Gotena cyning gode dohte;

se nme beag forgeaf, bur gwar ena frunmg,

on pam si ex hund wes snmet es gol des,

gescyred sceatta scillingrinme;

pone ic Eadgil se on aht seal de,

m num hl eodr yht ne, pa ic to ham bi cwom

| eofumto | ane, pas pe he nme | ond forgeaf,
m nes faaer epel, frea Myringa

[And | was with Eormanric a long while, where

the king of the Goths enriched nme nobly; the

first of fortress-dwellers gave ne a ring,

bright treasure in which was six hundred

shillings’ worth of pure gold; | gave that to

ny lord Eadgils, the lord of the Myrings, as a

reward for the dear ones when | cane hone, for

whi ch he gave ne | and, the honel and of ny

father.] (I1. 88-95)

It should be apparent that in these lines Wdsith is devel opi ng even

further the ideal of the comtatus with his description of Eornric’s

hospitality. The joy in the hall that drove Gendel wild is clearly

exenplified here. In terns of his underlying project, the selling of

his services

there could be no better way to convince a potenti al

enpl oyer of his worthiness and of the positive contribution he would

make to the genera

he will presumably play by the rules, as he has in the course of his

travel s. Even so great a king as Eornmanric has recogni zed his solid
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wel | - bei ng. Since he understands how soci ety worKks,



qualities and rewarded himmagnificently for them
In the following lines the other half of Wdsith's nmessage is

driven hone for the last tine before the epil ogue.

Ond ne pa Eahhild oper ne forgeaf,
dr yht cwen dugupe, doht or Eadw nes.
Hyre | of | engde geond | onda fel a,
ponne i c be songe secgan sceol de

hwag ic under swegle sel ast wi sse
gol dhr odene cwen giefe bryttian.
Ponne wit Scilling sciran reorde

for uncrum si gedryhtne song ahofen,

hl ude bi hear pan hl eopor sw nsade,
ponne noni ge men, modum W ance,

wor dum spr ecan, pa pe wel cupan,
pa# hi nadre song sel l an ne hyrdon.

[ And t hen Eahhild, daughter of Eadw n, troop-
gueen to the dugup, gave ne sonething el se. Her
renown reached to nmany | ands when | said with
song where | knew t he best queen under the skies
to give gol d-adorned treasures. Wen Scilling
and | lifted up song with a shining voice for
our lord (the nusic soared, |oud, around the
harp), then many nmen, steadfast in their
judgrment, said with words, those who knew how to
wel |, that they never heard a better song.] (II.
97-108)

Here Wdsith expatiates further upon his reputation, this tine

45
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specifically as a singer. Wth typical Anglo-Saxon fondness for
superlatives, Wdsith is portrayed as not only a good singer, but quite
sinmply the best.

Wdsith's recommendation of hinself is particularly interesting
for its attention to the daughter of Eadwin, her gifts, and his claim
to have made her fanmous with his song. According to historian C. P.
Wrnmald, there is reason to believe that in the early Mddle Ages there
was antipathy anong Germani c societies toward Roman | earni ng and even
literacy itself. The warrior class, Wrnald states, believed education
to be a softening influence, and

there is reason to suppose that, throughout much

of the period, wonmen were often better educated

than men. Laywonmen are surprisingly promnent as

t he owners, dedicatees, even authors, of books,

and as the decisive influence upon the education

of their famlies. It would seemthat the

gentler skills in which women were trained were

not so antipathetic to the pursuit of letters as

the warfare and hunting that dom nated male

adol escence. (1975, 98)
Wonen who were interested in learning were also likely to be interested
in song, particularly when sung by a scop who drops nanes that woul d be
famliar to a | earned person, including that of Al exander, whose
exploits were later disseninated in romance form and those of peoples
like the Israelites, the Hebrews, and the Egyptians (Il. 82-83), who of
course played familiar roles in stories known to Christians and to the

| earned. For Wdsith, wonen would have been targets just as worthy of
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his pitch as nen.

The third and shortest thula contains the names of the rulers whom
W dsith sought out on his journeys, conpleting the pattern begun in the
first and second thul as, which dealt with nanes of |eaders and their
peopl es and wi th nanmes of peoples, respectively. He suns up as follows:

Swa ic pa# sym e onfand on page feringe,

pbat se bip | eof ast | ondbuendum
se pe himgod syl ed gunena rice
to geheal denne, penden he her | eof ad.

[So | always discovered in that wayfaring that

the one nost beloved to | and-dwellers is he who

gi ves them goods to maintain the kingdom of nen

while he lives here.] (Il. 131-34)
One nore rem nder that a good ruler is a generous ruler is certainly a
fitting way for Wdsith to conclude his speech, and in all standard
editions of the poemthe quotation marks delimting his utterance cl ose
here.

Al t hough the structure of the poem prologue foll owed by speech
foll owed by epilogue, is a critical comonplace in Wdsith schol arship,
it is clear that the nine lines of the epilogue follow organically from
what has gone before and fit nicely into the |ogical progression of

Wdsith s utterances.

Swa scri pende gesceapum hweor f ad
gl eonen gunena geond grunda fel a,
pearfe secgad, poncword sprecap,
sim e sud oppe nord sume genet ad

gydda gl eawne, geof um unhneawne,



48

se pe fore dugupe wile dom araan,

eorl sci pe af nan, oppad eal scaxed,

| eoht ont |if sonod; | of se gewyrced,

haf ad under heof onum heahf est ne dom

[ So, nmoving about according to fate, gl eenen of

men go through many | ands, speak as necessary,

say words of thanks; always, south or north,

they neet a certain one, know edgeabl e of songs,

not niggardly in his gifts, who wishes to build

a reputation before the dugup, to behave like a

nobl e man until everything fades away, |ight and

life together; he garners praise, has a high and

| asting reputation under the heavens.] (Il. 135-

43)
The gnonic node of this passage would have been quite faniliar to an
audi ence steeped in Germanic oral tradition, as well as to one famliar
with the homletic techniques of preachers. Wth his adoption of this
node, which was reserved for philosophical specul ation, the poet
provides his strongest definition of what a lord, or potential patron
in Wdsith's case, should do if he wishes to have a good reputation and
go down in nenory as sonmeone who served his people well. It is not
surprising in a body of poetry as given to agonistic fatalismas the
ad English corpus that Wdsith's injunctions should be franed in terns
of nortality. 28

How wel |l has Wdsith acconplished his task of marketing hinmself to

potential patrons? O course, a certain portion of our judgnent nust be

witten off as subjectivity, but we can see that he has covered nost of
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the bases. Most inportantly, he has allied hinself firmy with Anglo-
Saxon poetic tradition in his use of the traditional verse formwth
its freight of formnulaic | anguage. In doing so, he has shown hinself

wel |l -versed in the nature of the comtatus: the provision of service by
retainers who are rewarded for their efforts. He has al so provided
anpl e evidence in the three fitts of his speech that he has deep

know edge of the traditions from which Angl o- Saxon poetry springs. The
three thulas provide an exhaustive catal oguing of both oral traditiona
and | earned figures, fromOfa and Eornmanric to the Israelites and
Hebrews. |If the poet has know edge of all these characters and the
stories associated with them which his name-dropping inplies, he has a
| arge and varied repertoire indeed, in fact nothing I ess than the
poetic tradition he shares with his audience.?

It is worth considering whether or not the poem nmakes a request
for renuneration. This question requires nore than yes or no as answer,
but | do not believe it stretches a point unduly to suggest that the
nunerous strong hints the poem gi ves concerning what a good | ord does
when he encounters a fine scop will get us across this hurdle. Finally,
the party to whomthe request is directed remains inplicit in Wdsith;
the potential patron is any qualified person who happens to be
listening. W hit a snag, however, when we attenpt to establish the
explicit or inplicit identification of the supplicant, which is to be
expected given the traditional mlieu and the absence of any confirnng
hi stori cal evidence.

W H. French, who gave the first detailed interpretation of
Wdsith as a begging poemin an article published in 1945, initiated an

approach to the problem It was apparent to French
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that the witer was a scop; that his |earning

was merely professional; that his object in

displaying it was not to teach or to construct a

rhapsody on heroic thenes; that far from being

inretirement, he was striving to remain in

active service; and that his ultimate aimin

conmposing the poemor in reciting it

subsequently was to interest a patron in

supporting him (623)
The question renmi ns, however, of the nature of the relationship
bet ween the poet who created Wdsith and the character Wdsith whose
utterances make up the bul k of the poem

Norman E. Eliason approaches the problem by asking where “truth”

| eaves off and “fiction” begins. According to Eliason, the el enent of
truth is enbodied by the “real” poet who created prol ogue and epil ogue,
and Wdsith and his speech together conprise the fictional elenent.

Because the prol ogue indicates that, in the

account which follows, it is not the poet who is

speaki ng but anot her person, a scop naned

Wdsith, the prol ogue seens to be a useful or

even necessary structural device and is now

accepted as such without serious qualns. The

fictitious scop depicted there, however, is

conspi cuously at variance with the poet in the

mai n body of the poem The latter, by telling of

travel s extendi ng over four centuries, is a nman

of incredible longevity. The scop depicted in
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the prologue is not. (1966, 186)
Eliason’s comment is relevant. The poet, a “nornal” person, puts his
poeminto the mouth of a person decidedly not nornmal, far-travel ed
W dsith, who has marched across both tinme and space. That the poet
woul d use such a device is not surprising in the context of Ad English
poetry, which is heavily freighted with extrenmes and superlatives. By
way of exanple, consider Beowul f once again, that “Iofgeornost” (I.
3182b) man, the one readiest for praise in every situation

W H. French suggests that the Wdsith-poet, the creator of the
prol ogue and epil ogue, “presented his thoughts through the nouth of a
fictitious scop, the Far-Traveller, who should personify the whole
craft of minstrelsy” (1945, 623), i.e., Wdsith. “The difficulty in
chronol ogy,” French goes on, “disappears at once if the names are taken
as a catalogue of the tales the poet can tell” (1945, 628). Robert
Creed noves us along in the integration of Wdsith and Wdsith-poet
with his assertion that “[t]he poet who sang the prol ogue and epil ogue
becane hinmself Ermanaric’s Wdsith even as he sang in Angl o- Saxon
Engl and centuries after Ernmanaric’s death” (1975, 384).

The extent to which Wdsith and Wdsith-poet can be identified
with each other is inportant to our understandi ng of how the poem begs.
Does the poenis effectiveness at begging suffer as a result of its
i ndirect speech? If, as has been suggested by Krapp and Dobbie, “the
ori gi nal poem grew under the hands of successive revisers and
i nterpolators” (1932, xliv), we could sinply attenpt to repair the
damage by excising the prol ogue and possibly the epil ogue as well,
al t hough the gnomic node of the latter nakes it tenpting to explain it

as part of Wdsith's speech. The renmains would conprise a poemthat we
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could still identify, according to our definition, as a beggi ng poem
However, since the single remaining text of the poem has prol ogue and
epilogue in addition to Wdsith's speech, such an editorial decision
woul d be purely hypothetical and consequently difficult if not
i npossible to defend. Perhaps Wdsith is indeed a very oral traditiona
poem conplete with thulas, fornulaic |anguage, name-dropping, and
other traditional appurtenances, with skillful additions by a later
redact or who added the prol ogue, possibly the epilogue, and may have
inserted biblical and classical references. That redactor’s prinary
enphasi s woul d have been on narrative, a nearly ubiquitous inpulse in
ad English poetry, which he inplenented by turning a beggi ng poeminto
a poem about a scop of indetermi nate age who sings a beggi ng poem
These suggestions, though not unreasonable, are unnecessary.
Creed’' s suggestion that Wdsith is an extension of the poet is to the
poi nt. The Wdsith-poet needs Wdsith the character, for he is intent
on creating a narrative that his audience will recognize and respond
to. In order to put his words into Wdsith’s nouth he nust construct a
dramatic framework, beginning with the prologue’s skillful and direct
evocation of heroic song. In addition, the poet deflects the onus of
beggary fromhinself to Wdsith, although the persistence with which
the nmessage that good poets should be magnificently rewarded is
reiterated functions to prevent its being | ost upon any audi ence. No
exci sions are necessary to inprove the poenis accessability, and indeed
woul d result in the loss of nost of its artful conplexity. As it
stands, Wdsith is a clever and skillfully constructed poem subtle in
its execution but vivid and menorable in its |anguage.

At first glance, the A d English Deor seens to offer us far fewer
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interpretive difficulties. Despite a long and contentious struggle to
arrive at a suitable text and translation of the poem there has al ways
been general agreenent that a person naned Deor, fictional or real, is
the narrative voice of the poemand that he provides us with five
exanpl es of misfortune in the world, capped with a summary of his own
m sfortune. At the end of each of these five sections and the
concluding sutmary is a refrain, “pas ofereode; pisses swa neq,”
literally “it passed in respect to that; so it can in respect to this,”
perhaps a bit nore intelligibly (if loosly) translated as “that passed

away; so can this.” Gven the presence of the refrain, which is unique
in AOd English poetry, 2 there has been a strong inclination on the
parts of various critics to view the six sections of the poem as
stanzas or, nore correctly, strophes since they vary in length. This
anal ysis is born out in part by the manuscript evidence; each of the
sections begins with a large capital letter and ends with a notation
resenbling “:7.” The apparent famliarity of this formis, ironically,
one of the things that sets it apart fromthe mass of A d English
poetry. Despite its uniqueness, Deor is a full and unanbi guous
participant in the traditions enbodied by the rest of the canon, as we
shal | see. 2
The creator of Deor, |like many good traditional poets, was driven

by the narrative inpulse. H's five exanples of misfortune are
traditional set-pieces. He opens with an account of the m sfortunes of
Wel und, the smith of the gods.

Wel und hi m be wur man W azes cunnade,

anhydi g eorl, ear f opa dreag;

had de himto gesippe sorge ond | ongap,
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wi nt er ceal dne wrexe, wean oft onfond,

si ppan hine Ni dhad on nede |egde,

swoncr e seonobende on syl lan nonn.

bas of er eode; pbi sses swa neg!

[By his damascened sword, Welund gai ned

know edge of exile, a share of hardships, the

resolute earl, had as his conpanion sorrow and

I ongi ng, freezing winter exile, often discovered

woe after Nithhad laid himin chains, supple

si new bonds on the better nman. That passed away;

so can this!] (I'l. 1-7)
The story of Welund is well-docunmented in Germanic nyth. Welund,
captured by Nithhad and forced into service, was hanstrung at the
i nsistence of Nithhad' s queen. He | ater escaped, killing Nithhad' s two
sons and ravishing his daughter, Beaduhild. 3°

The second tale of misfortune is the story of this sane Beaduhil d.

Once again, the recounting is brief since the poet relies on his

audience’s familiarity with the story to flesh out the details.

Beadohi | de ne wes her bropra deap

on sefan swa sar swa hyre sylfra ping,
pa# heo gearolice ongi et en had de

pbs#g heo eacen wes; adre ne neahte

pri ste gepencan hu ynb pag sceol de.
bas of er eode; pi esses swa ney!

[ The death of her brothers was not, to
Beaduhi | d, as painful to her heart as her own

predi canent, that she had clearly perceived that



she was pregnant; she was never able, w thout
fear, to consider what she ought to do about
that. That passed away; so can this!] (Il. 8-13)
The nmention of a wonan invites us to once again suggest that the

potential patrons might have included wonmen. This possibility is
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poet’s

only

strengthened by the fact that the next tale in the poet’s catal og of

woe i s that of another woman.

The poenis third section has been the source of a great deal of

critical argunent, not all of it strictly polite. The efforts of
em nent scholar Kenp Malone in arriving at a working text and
transl ati on of the poem have been instrunental in resolving nost

i ssues, 3 but once again the very brevity of the poet’s reference,

t he

al ong

with a variety of textual difficulties,3 has given rise to vol unmes of

specul ati on.

We pbag Mebhi |l de nmonge gefrugnon:
wur don grundl ease Geates frige,

pag hi seo sorglufu sl ap’ ealle binom
bas of er eode; pi esses swa ney!

[ W have heard about the npans of Mathhil de:
that the lanents of Geat’'s wonan were endl ess,
that | ove-sorrow deprived her entirely of sleep

That passed away; so can this!] (Il. 14-17)

The next section provides a transition fromprivate woes to nore

public ones; its account is the briefest in the poem and in fact

no

explicit reference is nade to suffering of any kind. Acquaintance with

the tradition is mandatory if we are to proceed by any neans other than

i nference to an understandi ng of the hardshi ps to which the poet

refers.
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Peodric ahte pritig wintra
Mz i nga burg. bt wes nonegum cup.
bas of er eode; pbi esses swa neg!

[ Theodoric rul ed the stronghold of the Meings

for thirty winters. That was known to many. That

passed away; so can this!] (Il. 18-20)
The very econony and subsequent difficulty of these lines has drawn
attention to themas a possible centerpiece of the poem a detail that
I will pursue in nore depth below. There is good reason to believe that
the Theodric in question was the king of the Gstrogoths, who rul ed
Ravenna around the turn of the sixth century and was responsible for
the deaths of the phil osopher Boethius and Pope John. P. J. Frankis
notes that both the Latin-Christian and Angl o- Saxon records are
“reasonably infornmative on the subject of Theodric” (1962, 162) and
that there is good reason to believe that he had a considerabl e
reputation as a villain in those traditions (1962, 162-64).

The fifth exanple of misfortune is one that affects whol e peoples

rat her than individuals.

W& geascodan Eor manri ces
wyl f enne gepoht; ahte wide folc
Cotena rices. bPag wes grim cyning.
Sad secg nonig sor gum gebunden,
wean on wenan, wysct e geneahhe

pat pas cynerices of ercunen wez e.

bas of er eode; pi esses swa ney!

[We | earned by asking about the wolfish thought

of Eormanric; he ruled widely the people of the



ki ngdom of the Goths.

Many a nan sat,

expectations,

m ght be overcone. That passed away;

this!] (Il1. 21-27)
The description of Eormanric is
t hought,” he is the antitype of
notes that “Eormanric’s thought
to the spirit of the comtatus,

warrior:

bound by sorrows, woeful

he broke faith with his people and retainers”
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That was a fierce king.

in his

wi shed certainly that that ki ngdom

SO can

telling. Characterized by “wol fish
the good lord. L Whitbread accurately
is ‘“wolfish' because he acted contrary
the heroic fellowship binding | ord and

(1942, 369).

Despite the fact that we are not given details regarding Eormanric’s

m sbehavi or, it

it.

Havi ng sketched out his catal og of woe,

story. These are the lines that

is clear fromthis reference that no good can attach to

the poet turns to his own

nost clearly, if circunstantially,

indicate to us that Deor is in fact a beggi ng poem

Sited sorgcearig
on sefan sweor ced,
pba# sy endel eas
Mey ponne gepencan
witig drygten

eorl e monegum

wi slicne bl &ad,

Padt

ic bi me sylfum

pad ic hwile wes
dryht ne dyre;

Ahte ic fela wintra

sad um bi ded ed,

syl fum pi nced
earfoda deal .

pad geond pas worul d
wendep geneahhe,

are gesceawad,

sunmum weana dad .
secgan wlle,

Heodeni nga scop,

me wes Deor

nonma.

folgad til ne,



hol dne hl af ord, oppad Heorrenda nu,
| eodcradtig nmonn, | ondryht gepah

pa# me eorla hleo & geseal de.

bas of er eode; pbi esses swa neg!

[ The sorrowful one sits, separated fromjoys,
becones dark in spirit; it seems to himthat his
portion of hardshi ps might be endless. It may
then seemthat the wise |ord changes often

shows grace to nmany noble nen, certain glory, to
others a portion of wies. | wish to say about
mysel f that | was the scop of the Heodenings for
a long time, of the dear lord. Deor was ny nane.
| had a good position for nmany winters, a |loya
lord, until now, [when] Heorrenda, that man
skilled in song, received the |and-right that
the protector of earls previously gave ne. That

passed away; so can this!] (Il. 28-42)
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Wth these lines in mind, particularly the last four before the

final refrain,

our job would seemto be at an end. W have seen the

scop display his know edge of the tradition with his references to

Wel und, Beaduhild, and the rest,

traditional

evi dence on a bare reading of the poemto say that,
ever actually served as a beggi ng poem

clearly identify it as a very good candi dat e.

ref erences couched in the usua

| anguage. In fact, | believe that we do have sufficient

whet her or not Deor
its contents and approach

To | eave our inquiry at

that, however, would be to ignore the nultivalent referentiality that

the poem evokes for us and, nore inportantly,

for its origina

audi ence
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as wel | .

The refrain has been the inpetus for nbst nodern critica
di scussion of the poem One can only inagine the elation of critics who
recogni zed in Deor, mstakenly | think, a close affinity with nore
recent stanzaic poetry. The difficulties occasioned by this approach
are mani fold. Mst promnently, the poet’s gnonmic reflections prior to
the recounting of his own situation (lIl1. 28-34) have led critics to
suppose that this passage is an unfortunate interpolation by a later
hand, unfortunate because it introduces an oversized stanza, interrupts
the poenis catal og of woes, and blasts the pattern of exenplum and
refrain. If the only notivation we have for regarding the gnomc
passage as unwanted baggage is its disruption of an expected pattern
we nust rethink our approach

I contend that the structure and approach of Deor is not, for the
nost part, unexpected. Miuch as we might wish to ally the poemw th
|ater, nore famliar ones, Deor unerringly utilizes traditional forns.
As John Mles Foley has noted in his outline of the poenis ora
traditional character, “whoever conposed ‘Deor’ could speak the poetic
register fluently” (1999, 264). The poet utilizes tried-and-true
fornmul ai ¢ | anguage to express the poenis dom nating node of exile and
tornent, famliar to us fromthe analysis of Wdsith above. Wl und
“wrazes cunnade [gai ned knowl edge of exile]” (I. 1) and endured
“wi nterceal dne waxe [freezing winter exile]” (I. 4). “Likew se,” Foley
suggests, “Beaduhild’ s unwanted pregnancy and the stigma that
acconpanies it also reflect Deor’s expulsion fromsociety” (1999, 266).
The story of Methhild, who was fated to die by drowning but who, in

one recounting of the story, is ultimately saved, again draws attention
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to the torment of the poet and provides as well sone hope of
anelioration of his difficulties. Foley suggests that we mnmight explain
the reference to Theodric, probably the Gstrogothic king of Ravenna, by
noting that it “seens to represent a period during which he was
separated fromhis original, proper kingdont (1999, 266), and is the
nmost radically tel escoped of the lot, requiring the Iistener to possess
know edge of its netonynic referent. The final reference, concerning
Eormanric, is less difficult. Since the poenis enphasis is on hardship
and exile, our attention is naturally drawn not to Eormanric but rather
to the people he ruled and caused to suffer

Al t hough | have enphasi zed the traditional |anguage and notifs
that unify the poem a nunber of critics have chosen to take the matter
further, concentrating on interconnections between the stanzas that
seemto violate the oral traditional agenda.3 One well-known exanple of
this approach is put forth by Janes L. Boren, who seeks “to interpret
the poenis subtleties of structure and allusion in terns of a governing
aest hetic design” (1975, 276). Boren takes as his starting point an
anal ysis of the lengths of the various stanzas, noting that they
decrease in length through the stanza that refers to Theodric and then
expand in length through the end of the poem “The effect of this
variation in stanza length,” wites Boren, “is to focus attention upon
the Theodoric stanza as the sections progressively narrow from [ m nus
the stanza] six lines to only two and then widen to an account of six
Iines and the concluding | ong stanza” (1975, 266). Although Boren
clains that the audience’ s apprehension of the poemis reinforced “both
aurally and visually” by this arrangement, his insistence on the poenis

perceived visual symmetry effectively renoves us fromthe ora
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traditional milieu and transports us to the realmof literacy with its
enphasis on the printed text, the layout of words on the page. The
notion that a listening audience, the normin both literate and non-
literate assenbl ages, would have attached great attention to the
relative length of the sections is difficult to endorse.

In response to Boren's argunment, it is worthwhile to note that
al t hough our manuscript texts of Deor and the rest of the Ad English
canon are undoubtedly the work of nore or |ess bookish redactors, the
nature of the poetry they conmmtted to paper was overwhel ningly ora
traditional in nature and has no reliance on textual |ineation, which
is not present in the manuscripts and is largely irrelevant in the
context of performance or public reading. Vernacular poetry that relies
on line counts and the senmantic interaction of conponents such as
strophes to achieve its neaning is the product of a later age. It nmay
ultimately be helpful in this regard to abandon our conceptualization
of the poenis various sections as stanzas, which unfailingly brings
literate perceptions to bear on an orally derived poem

If we view the poem as the product of Germanic oral tradition, we
are first of all to de-enphasize any analytic interaction anong the
poeni s sections. Certainly, Deor is short enough that cross-references
anong sections would cause little difficulty for any audience, but in
terns of the poenis thrust and novenent, the sections seemto be
related only by their common preoccupation with msfortune, be it
exile, a pregnancy, or the sorrows of |ove.3 As Ong has pointed out,
orally based expression is “additive rather than subordi native” (1982,
37). Independent pieces of a whole are laid end to end to achieve a

cunmul ative effect. W can see this tendency enbodied in the poet’s
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construction of Deor. He opens with the story of Wl und, well-known in
Germanic nyth and still popular long after Christianity came to the
fore, and continues naturally with the suffering of Beaduhild. The
third section opens with the fornulaic | anguage “W... gefrugnon [We
heard that...]” (lI. 14), a comonpl ace of A d English heroic verse; the
best - known instance is contained in the opening lines of Beowul f. This
| anguage, says Foley, “provides a signal that the subject is changing”
(1999, 268). W are given no such signal in the Theodric section of the
poem but can fall back on the know edge that this section, though the
cause of sone consternation to critics on account of its brevity, would
have been understood at once by an audi ence participating in the
tradition. The same holds true for the Eormanric section. Wen the poet
begins his gnomic utterance at line 28, another transition is
understood to be underway. As noted above, nmany O d English poens end
with such utterances. However, the Deor-poet takes the very effective
and original step of tacking his own tale onto what woul d, under norna
ci rcunmst ances, conprise the end of the poem thus isolating and
enphasizing it, a necessary step if the purpose of his efforts, the
sale of his services, is to be understood.

Qur poet, then, although working well within the bounds of his
poetic tradition, shows a powerful ability to shape and extend that
tradition to his own ends. A further exanple of his originality is
contained in the Eormanric stanza. In reference to Eormanric, the poet
decl ains, “bsg wss grimcyning [That was a fierce king]l” (I. 23). |
quote from Fol ey at | ength:

While on the surface it nay seem a redundant or

superfluous annotation, this phrase has deep
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poetic resonance in Ad English verse
Syntactically i ndependent of what surrounds it
and virtually proverbial inits structure and
nmeani ng, the customary and positive version --
“that was an excellent king” (ps wes god
cyning) -- certifies the person to whomit is
applied as an effective | eader who fulfills the
Angl o- Saxon i deal of reciprocity toward faithfu
subjects. Along with variations like “that was a
wi se/ true/ nobl e/ peerless king,” it slots figures
as diverse as Scyld Scefing and Hrothgar (in
Beowul f), Beowul f hinself, CGuthhere (in
Wdsith), and the Christian God in the classic
profile of staunch defender and w se provider

I magi ne how ironically this sénma functions when
all of the cherished val ues associated with the
i deal king, epitom zed in the proverbial phrase
are summarily overturned in an excoriation of

Eormanric's mal feasance. (1999, 268-69)

There is reason to believe that the poet’'s debt to his tradition
does not end here. In a groundbreaking article published in 1964,
Morton W Bl oonfield pointed out that Deor has simlarities in form and
| anguage to the Angl o- Saxon charns. Although I do not support
Bl oonfield s suggestion that Deor night be a “Christianized charm
agai nst any kind of nmisfortune due to social or personal relations,” |
find his Il ess specific alternative, that the poemis “influenced by the

charm form and neant to suggest its prototype” (535) nore provocative.
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Al'though I will not describe charns in detail here, it is sufficient to
note that, according to Bloonfield, charns typically contain el enents
in which the reciter tells a story, “the incidents of which are
appropriate and have reference to what he wi shes to do or obtain”

(1964, 538). W can find an analog to this conponent in Deor in the
evocation of despair and hardship and his statenment that he is without
a position, inplying that he would like to have one. Additionally, the
use of “a kind of proportionate anal ogy” in the charns is enbodi ed by
their use of the form“as X (the... event or events in the past), so Y
(the hope for simlar outcone in the present)” (1964, 538), a
construction clearly evident in Deor’s refrain. Is it possible that the
poet utilized the charmgenre in this way to shape his audi ence’s
under st andi ng? The notion is an attractive one since it bears further
witness to the poet’s originality and talent, but nust remain nere
specul ati on.

Al t hough we have placed the poemfirmy within Germanic ora
tradition, we nmust not forget that its ultimte redactor existed within
a mxed tradition of orality and literacy. The schol arly appurtenances
of Christianity were available to him as well as the materials of
CGermanic oral tradition. His acquaintance with the tribul ations and
acconpl i shnments of Boethius has been a question of concern to critics
for decades.® In Kiernan's opinion, “[t]here is without question, in
terns of general theme, a close connection between Boethius and Deor”
(1978, 337). This connection is one of the notivating factors in Janes
L. Boren's interpretation, which relies on the assumed “centrality of
the Theodoric stanza” (1975, 266). If we construe Theodric as Theodric

of the Gstrogoths, as do nost critics, including Boren, we night agree
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that “an allusion to a tyrant fanous for his persecution of Boethius is
especially appropriate to the pivotal section of the poem for the
Consol ati on of Phil osophy offers a phil osophical pattern anal ogous to
the one being presented in Deor” (1975, 270).

The great popularity of Boethius’s Consolation in England during
Angl o- Saxon times and later is a matter of record; King Alfred, that
redoubt abl e chanpi on of |earning, has been credited with translating
the work, not unexpectedly giving his English sensibilities free rein
as he did so.3 Murray F. Markl and conpares the translations of one
i nportant passage. Markland gives the follow ng translation of the
Latin version, in which Fortune speaks to Boet hi us:

And if thou esteenest not thyself fortunate
because those things which seened joyful are
past, there is no cause why thou shoul dst think
thysel f miserable, since those things which thou
now t akest to be sorrowful do pass. (1968, 2)
In Alfred’ s version, the words are spoken not by Fortune but by a
character of his own devising, Christian Wsdom
If thou now sayest, that thou are not happy,
because thou hast not the tenporary honors and
the enjoynents which thou fornerly hadst, stil
thou art not unhappy: for the sorrows wherein
thou now art, will in Iike manner pass away, as
thou sayest the enjoynents fornmerly did. (1968,
2)
The Angl o- Saxon sensibility stands out clearly in the differences

between the two transl ati ons. The abstract Latin reference to “those



66

t hi ngs which seermed joyful” is converted into nore concrete terns by

Al fred: “tenporary honors and... enjoynents.” This approach reflects

t he Angl o- Saxon tendency to focus upon things close to the human
lifeworld and events. Sinmilarly, the Latin version's “there is no cause
why thou shoul dst think thyself miserable” is transforned into the nuch
nmore direct and concrete “still thou art not unhappy.”3” Alfred draws
reflexively upon both his Christian and Gernani c heritages.

Although it is difficult to disagree with Markland s statenent
that “[t]he parallels with Deor are inescapable” (1968, 2), there is
little ground for seeking a |ine-by-line correspondence between the
Consol ati on and Deor.3 Alfred’ s translation reveals his reaction to the
text. In typical Anglo-Saxon fashion he conceptualizes Boethius's
rum nations on msfortune in terns of exile and the “tenporary honors
and... enjoyments” of existence. Fromthis point of view, not only does
Deor parallel Boethius; so also do The Wanderer, The Seafarer, Beowulf,
and a considerable share of the rest of the A d English canon

G ven the popularity of the Consol aton, we nust not discount the
possibility that the poet had an acquaintance with it, but we are not
on firmground if we cite such faniliarity as prerequisite to the
poenm s conposition. Despite this reservation, it is clear that
Boet hius’s Consolation, with its heartfelt exploration of adversity,
reveals a nmind-set that effectively reflects the Angl o- Saxon concern
with the hardships and m sfortune of exile, a fact that goes a | ong way
toward expl aining his enduring popularity anong nedi eval English
audi ences. Although we can not establish the extent of Boethius’'s
i nfluence on Deor, it seens reasonable to suggest that the Consol ation

with its freight of sentinments dear to the Angl o- Saxon heart, is



67

exactly the sort of work that would have facilitated the confluence of
oral and literate currents in early nedieval English culture.

Qur goal has been the construction of a narrative that describes
how the O d English Wdsith and Deor beg. Al though we recogni ze that
A d English poetry is a conbination of the underlying oral tradition
and enmergent literacy, our description of the relationship between poet
and patron relies nost heavily upon our understandi ng of oral poets, or
scopas, and specul ati ons regardi ng how they ni ght have nmade their
livings. The rel ationship between patron and poet, of course, was found
to be quite simlar to that between lord and retainer, of which it is
in fact a special case. The conparison is a natural one, given the
poets’ use of heroic |language in their verse. In selling thenselves,
the poets work nostly with sanples of their art, although Deor abandons
even this nuch subtlety and recounts his own story, detailing the
humiliating loss of his fornmer position to a man who was better at what
he did.

Qur anal ysis has, of necessity, nmade extensive use of types.
I ndi vi dual s, other than unknown quantities |abeled Wdsith and Deor,
are unknown to us. Since the poetry is so centrally concerned with
i deal s, we have extracted those ideals fromthe poetry itself and used
themto explain the relationship between the exenplary lord and his
retainer, along with its characteristic expression, the bestowal of
treasure in exchange for service. Although the narrative has no closure
and we will never know whether these petitions were favored or not, we
have provi ded sonme evidence along the way to suggest that they may have

been at | east worthy.



CHAPTER TWO

CHAUCER AND LYDGATE

Al t hough we have sone know edge of the lives of Chaucer and
Lydgate, we would certainly like to know nore. Despite this perceived
dearth of data, however, we have a whol e universe of information about
these two poets conpared to what we know about the anonynmpus creators
of Deor and Wdsith. In our consideration of the Ad English poens we
were forced to stick to generalities concerning the relationships that
subsi st between poet and patron and poet and audi ence. W | acked
sufficient information to specify in nore than a general way how t hat
rel ati onship maps to the poenis genesis and neaning. In the cases of
the Chaucer and Lydgate sanples, however, we have poens whose
reci pients we can identify. It becones possible to discuss in a
conparatively specific way the relationship between poet and patron and
the effect that relationship has on the style and content of the poetic
product.

As in Chapter One, we shall give an overview of the relationships
that subsisted between |lords and retainers during Chaucer’s and
Lydgate’s professional lives. Since the role of poetry in Chaucer’s

career is very different fromits role in Lydgate's, we will give close

68
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attention to the circunstances under which both poets |abored as we
exam ne first Chaucer’s and then Lydgate’'s experiences and reputations.
The great advantage of knowi ng the identities of both poets and patrons
will be nost fully realized when we exam ne the sonetines conpl ex and
resonant meani ngs suggested by the details of these rel ationships. The
timng of the poens’ conposition and transnission is inportant and,
especially in Chaucer’s case, revealing.

O course, nmuch changed in the world between the Angl o- Saxon
peri od and the second half of the fourteenth century, when Chaucer was
active and Lydgate was beginning his long career. The pace of change
seens to have been brisk during Chaucer’s lifetine; in fact, his career
has been used to exenplify the conplexity of a systemin a lively state
of flux.! The changes that overcanme Engl and between the period when Deor
and Wdsith were conposed and the tinme of Chaucer, Lydgate, and
Hoccl eve may be a matter of degree rather than quality. By the end of
t he Angl o- Saxon period the comtatus, with its land- and treasure-based
system of rewards, probably no |onger existed except as an ideal, and
it may, in fact, not have existed when Deor and Wdsith were conposed.
During the Victorian period, historical orthodoxy dictated that, when
the Normans invaded in 1066, they brought with them a soci oecononic
systemusual ly represented by a sinplistic pyranmid nodel. In this
nodel , called | and-based feudalism the king resides at the top. Just
beneath himare the nobles, who receive grants of land and use it to
obligate individuals fromthe gentry, who are in the third tier, on
down to the peasants, who subsist at the bottom by neans of
backbr eaki ng, poorly conpensated | abor.2 By the end of the fourteenth

century the | and-based feudalismthat had presunmably subsisted for
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centuries had been replaced, to a significant extent, by a nuch nore

fl exi bl e noney-and-gi ft-based system desi gnated “bastard feudalism?™”3
Mai nstream schol ars |ike Charles Plunmer, who coined the termin 1885,

| auded the “purity” of |and-based feudalismand decried the outlawy
spawned by bastard feudalism which enabled |ords to gather arnies bent
on di ssident purposes nerely by virtue of the fact that they had the
requi site cash, which in later tines facilitated excesses like the Wars
of the Roses (H cks 1995, 14-15).

H cks (1995, 19-21) provides an account of how changes in our
under st andi ng of feudalism cane about. One of the first tenets of the
orthodoxy to be decisively overturned was the notion that |and-based
feudal i sm was sonehow “purer” than cash-enabl ed, or bastard, feudalism
Schol ars have brought forward concl usive evidence to support the
contention that the king, as well as many of the |ords beneath hi m who
supported retinues of their own, always had a greater need for
retainers than could be satisfied by the assenblies permanently
attached to them Evidence has been adduced that, as early as the
el eventh century, funds generated by the so-called scutage, a fee
collected fromretainers in conpensation for shortfalls in troop
| evies, were being used to hire free agents to reduce the shortfall.
According to Hicks, the last king to rely heavily on feudal mlitary
conmmitnents was Edward | (1239-1307), who was still forced to hire
additional men to swell his ranks (1995, 21). In view of these facts,
we m ght well question whether or not |and-based feudalismever really
exi sted, and would have to reply that, if it did, it probably never
existed in the pure form envisioned by Plumer and his coll eagues.

Thus, whet her bastard feudalismal ways existed to sone degree or arose
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as a reaction to land-based feudalism it was firmy in place by the
time of Chaucer and Lydgate; social relationships had been reshaped
and, to sone extent, redefined.

The new set of interconnected rel ationships engendered by bastard
feudal i sm has been designated an affinity. A new term was needed
because the new social structure was a non-territorial one, in contrast
to the traditions of |and-based feudalism The twofold basis of the
affinity consisted of personality and finance. The conponent of
personality was nmade up prinmarily of influence both political and
social. If, for exanple the gentry in a given area understood that a
certain magnate had the influence necessary to inprove their |ives,
they would, naturally, seek alliances with him In addition to
i nfluence, the nagnate needed ready cash with which to reward his
supporters; it was, of course, this cash that endowed himwth
political and social influence in the first place, and assigned himhis
position in the larger hierarchy.*

Interestingly enough, although the affinity relied nore on cash
than land for its successful operation, its nmenbers typically resided
either on or near land controlled by their lords or their lords
associ ates, who headed affinities of their own (Carpenter 1980, 517).
In Warwi ckshire, for exanple, al nbst everyone of any standi ng bel onged
to the affinity of one lord or another. After all, as Christine
Carpenter notes, “only the uninportant would be without a |lord”
(Carpenter 1980, 515). Sonetines individuals belonged to nore than one
affinity; given the conplex influence of geography upon authority, this
nmul ti pl e menbership nust have been desirable if not a matter of

necessity (Carpenter 1980, 517-18). The affinity encouraged cohesion
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among its nenbers and defined the social relationships that prevailed
anong them The strength and durability of the bonds of the affinity
are enphasi zed by Carpenter:

It was this conplex interweaving of personal and

public affairs which nust have given such a

strong degree of permanence to the affinities,

for a change in political allegiance involved a

substantial reorientation of a man’s social life

as well as a dangerous | oss of trusted

associ ates.®

The Lancastrian affinity headed by John of Gaunt is a rel evant

nodel for the social structures within which Chaucer worked. Chaucer
knew Gaunt for the better part of his life, and may have met hi mduring
the Christmas season of 1357, according to Howard (1987, 39) and
Pearsal |l (1992, 35). Chaucer received a lifetinme annuity of ten pounds
from Gaunt in 1374, probably as a token of appreciation for The Book of
the Duchess (Howard 1987, 208). According to Hicks, Gaunt’'s affinity
was not really a typical one, at least in part on account of its very
| arge size (Hicks 1995, 28). However, in consideration of Chaucer’s
| ong association with Gaunt and his famly, and of the fact that the
affinity of the king, whoever he night be, was the |argest of all
Gaunt’'s affinity is a suitable exanple.® Hi storian Si non Wal ker focuses
his highly detailed study of the Lancastrian affinity on Gaunt’s
organi zati on, enphasizing its structure, cost, and comnposition
According to Wal ker, the nenbers of Gaunt’s retinue can be categori zed,
in large part, as household attendants, indentured retainers, or estate

officials.” The cost of the affinity was variable, depending in |arge



73

part on whether or not Gaunt, who had a variety of overseas interests
of his own in addition to those of the king, was at war. During tines
of peace, the affinity shed indentured retainers who were involved in
the prosecution of warfare, with the exception of those who m ght
fulfill other functions. In large part, however, war governed the
conposition and economics of the affinity (Wl ker 1990, 39, 42). On a
dozen occasi ons between 1359 and 1394 Gaunt nobilized arnmies ranging in
size fromfour hundred to three thousand men in the service of both his
own interests and those of the king (Wal ker 1990, 40-41). The cost of
mai ntai ni ng such a force was obviously astronom cal, especially if

i nsufficient plunder were available to maintain it or, worse yet, if it
were defeated in battle and held for ransom Those individuals who
earned their livelihoods exclusively or primarily through their
association with Gaunt were adequately if not always generously paid,
and the awardi ng of the nobst sought-after stipends was al ways preceded
by a period of service and association before the relationship was made
official. In addition to the stipends, though, the wording of Gaunt’s

i ndenture of retainer, whether for the duration of a war or nore |ong
term was quite effective in the recourse it offered Gaunt in the event
of a retainer’s com ng up short on his obligations. Typically, the

puni shnent was the w thhol ding of the stipend (Wl ker 1990, 42-46). The
sheer nunbers of men available for service as indentured retainers
assured that lords |like Gaunt woul d have anple pools of talented |abor
fromwhich to choose. Menbership in multiple affinities appears to have
been | ess common anong Gaunt’s retainers than anong the Beauchanps’ in
Warwi ckshire. Gaunt’s indentures stipulated that he expected excl usive

service, although the stipulation was not al ways respected (Wl ker 1990,
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46). It shoul d be enphasi zed that nost of the service perforned for
Gaunt was mlitary in nature (Wal ker 1990, 42), which required a
different type and quantity of service than peacetine duties, which
were “on the whole, light” (Wal ker 1990, 81). Neverthel ess, we nust not
assune that exclusive, or al nost-exclusive, service necessarily inplies
a loyalty beyond conpensation. As WAl ker puts it, “It was the iron | aw
of supply and demand, not a residual feudal l|oyalty, that kept the
Lancastrian affinity stable in its nenmbership” (1990, 109).

This brief sketch of the changes that cane over English econonics
and society in the centuries between the presuned heydey of Wdsith and
the life of Chaucer is a fairly high-level one, and is colored by a
certain anpbunt of necessary specul ati on on account of the inevitable
gaps in the historical record. The street-level reality of the tinme
appears to have been considerably nessier. Strohnis assertion that “we
have sonetines tended to regard ‘feudalisni as a nore orderly system
than it ever was” (1989, 3) snmacks of understatenent, as we have seen
However, the cash systemdid not introduce as great an increase in
mobility as we m ght expect. Bonds between lords and retainers tended
to be durable, and not just for the recipients of the largess;® recall,
for exanple, the lifetinme annuity of ten pounds that Gaunt granted
Chaucer for The Book of the Duchess (Howard 1987, 208). The genera
trend described by Strohmis one of a flattening of the hierarchy as
i ndividuals were hired on a tenporary basis or noved from magnate to
magnate in search of greater rewards. The world becane | ess
hi erarchical in nature, and nore horizontal. Wth the advantage of
hi ndsight, it appears that nedieval social |ife becane nore conpl ex

with the increase in social nobility and the rise of a nore or |ess
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i ndependent nerchant and busi ness class (Strohm 1989, 1-23). Strohm has
characterized this new, nore fluid system “The king or nagnate was
situated not (as in a hierarchy) at the apex of the affinity but at its
center, with followers arrayed around himin a series of concentric
circles, widening out to Il ess and | ess defined fornms of
i nt erdependency” (Strohnmis italics) (1989, 25).

By the tinme of Chaucer, and Lydgate after him then, the
rel ati onshi ps characteristic of |and-based nedieval feudalism with its
system of binding, long-termcontracts, were fast becom ng a thing of
the past. Agreenents of |ong standi ng, based upon grants of |and and
various kinds of treasure and privilege, certainly had not di sappeared
by Chaucer’s tine, but they had been replaced, to a significant extent,
by nore fluid, shorter-term arrangenents based largely on cash and
“gifts” of noveabl e goods. Chaucer’s enploynent was simlar, in a
general way, to the kind of enploynent we know today: he perfornmed an
appoi nted task and was periodically conpensated for it. H s enpl oynent
as controller of custons, for exanple, anounted to what we night
recogni ze as a day job, although it was also, nore than likely, a

“sweet heart job,” as Norman Cantor has characterized it (Cantor 2001

58).

Si nce nunerous biographi es of Chaucer are extant, both in and out
of print, I will not rehash the broad details of Chaucer’s life.?
However, | will devote considerable attention to the circunstances

under which “The Conpl aint of Chaucer to His Purse” was witten. To
that end, it is helpful to begin with an overview of Chaucer’s
relations with his patrons, leading up to the transition that was

thrust upon himat the end of the fourteenth century when Henry 1V
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mount ed a successful coup against Richard Il, creating a new order in
whi ch | arge nunbers of people, Chaucer and, to a nuch | esser extent,
Lydgate anong them had to give sone hard thought to how their

| oyalties would be realigned.

Chaucer’s position -- or perhaps the nore accurate designation is
status -- was known as esquire en service, neaning that he had acquired
the rank of esquire through diplomatic or household service rather than
t hrough the practice of arms (Strohm 1989, 13). Wen Chaucer becane an
esquire en service the rank of esquire had just “gained access to
gentility” and service was still in the process of becom ng a pat hway
by which one night achieve the rank of esquire (Strohm 1989, 11).
Ironically, perhaps, it is evident that Chaucer would probably never
have achi eved prosperity by witing poetry. According to Strohm

Pat ronage based on his literary acconplishnents

seenms not to have been a nmajor factor in

Chaucer’s civil career.... [Most of the facts

of his civil career are conprehensible in terns

of strictly non-literary talents and exertions.

Chaucer’s poetry fosters an inpression of

separation between his public and literary

lives. (2003, 4)
For the nost part, paynent was nmade to himin his capacity as an
esquire en service. In Chaucer’s case, the del egated responsibilities
i ncluded di pl omatic service. Chaucer nust have been particularly in
demand in view of his nanifest intelligence and education, including
hi s know edge of English, French, Italian, and Latin. Strohm notes that

courtly entertainers such as jongleurs, mnstrels, and the |ike were



anachronistic by the time of Richard Il's reign, and that Chaucer was

far too valuable in other capacities to be relegated to the status of

an entertainer (Strohm 1989, 22; Strohm 2003, 4).
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In his semnal work Poets and Princepl easers, Richard Firth G een

confirms the gradual displacenent of the minstrel by the educated court

poet who was “a full-fledged retainer.” “The court minstrel of one

generation has becone the court poet of the next” (1980, 105). By the

end of the fourteenth century, the transition was substantially
complete. “There can be little doubt,” wites Green, “that when the
records of this period refer to mnstrels they are descri bing

pr of essi onal musi ci ans” (1980, 105). Terry Jones and his co-authors

concur, enphasizing their contention that the decline of minstrelsy was

paral l el ed by a change in court culture under Richard Il as well
The minstrel who recited or sang a wel | - known
poem from nenory becanme out noded in the new
court culture. The nobdern nonarch wi shed to
establish his own tastes and his own reputation
as a man of letters. He needed to stake out his
own intellectual territory as clearly as he did
t he boundaries of his state, and this he did by
conmi ssi oni ng new wor ks from hi ghly acconpli shed
and intellectual witers whom he often retained

in his circle. (2003, 19-20)

There is sone evidence to suggest that this trend toward a hi gher |eve

of literary sophistication at court was aided by Richard s interest
things cultural and by his de-enphasizing of his predecessors

mlitaristic preoccupations, particularly in connection with the

in
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ongoing war with France, in favor of what M chael J. Bennett has terned
“hi gher cultivation.”1o
Chaucer had dealings with English nonarchs fromEdward |11 through

Henry 1V, as well as nagnates like Henry's father, John of Gaunt, Duke
of Lancaster, but we have only indirect evidence that he wote poetry
for any of these individuals. In the case of Richard Il, as Patricia
Eberl e notes,

Any attenpt to... establish a connection between

i ndi vidual works and the policies or literary

tastes of Richard Il hinmself is forced to

confront the scarcity of direct evidence for

royal patronage of those literary works nost

hi ghly valued today. Literary historians who

have addressed this problem have all been faced

with the same conundrum very few of the

literary works surviving fromRichard s reign

can be shown to be directly conncted with roya

patronage, and very few of the works directly

connected with royal patronage woul d be regarded

today as literary. (1999, 231-32)
To this characterization we can add Pearsall’s coment that Chaucer’s
“job at the custons, with its stipulation that Chaucer nust keep the
records in his own hand, m ght well have stopped a | esser man from
witing poetry altogether” (1992, 180). Could it be that Chaucer’s
representation of his literary activities in the second book of The
House of Fame is accurate? Chaucer |labors at his “day job” and indul ges

hi s hobby when he gets hone:
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For when thy | abour doon al ys,

And has nad alle thy rekenynges,

In stede of reste and newe thynges

Thou goost homto thy hous anoon

And, al so donmb as any stoon

Thou sittest at another book

Tyl fully daswed ys thy | ook;

And | yvest thus as an heremyte,

Al t hough thyn abstynence ys |lyte. (652-60)
Al t hough this passage, which may or nmay not be a self-portrait, is
convi nci ng to anyone acquainted with the tribul ati ons of underpaid
aut hors who nust do their work on their own tine, it is still difficult
to understand how Chaucer coul d have narshal ed the endurance to conpose
such a large quantity of first-rate poetry without being afforded a
substantial anmount of uninterrupted tine for reflection and witing. V.
J. Scattergood's contention that, despite the |lack of evidence for
direct patronage, “the circunstances for the production and
di ssemination of literature were obviously not unfavorable” (1983, 41)
can set us on the road to discovering the circunstances under which a
poet might thrive under the aegis of the court. Richard Firth Geen's
characterization of the circunmstances under which fourteenth-century
court poets wrote should al so be considered:

If the court did not enploy professional poets,

it is not clear that the opposite position, that

poetry was an avocation rather than a vocation

provides us with a satisfactory alternative

expl anation. The nunber of poets enployed in the
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famlia regis cannot be disnissed as an

historical accident; the rituals of literary

conmi ssi on, dedication, and presentation cannot

have been quite neaningl ess. Qoviously

literature in the court occupied sone kind of

ill-defined no man’s | and sonmewhere between a

job and a hobby. (1980, 12)
It seens clear that witers |ike Chaucer were encouraged to wite, but
that their literary work was, if not absolutely sidelined, subordi nated
to their other duties.

Chaucer’s connection with the Ricardian affinity offers usefu
insights into the nature of his relationships with his patrons and
reveal s sone of the prejudices literary scholars have exhibited
regardi ng those rel ati onshi ps. Chaucer’s conjectural loyalty, or
equal Iy conjectural lack thereof, to Richard and the royal househol d
has aroused consi derabl e controversy, partly on account of Richard' s
power struggle with the Lords Appellant during the second half of the
1380s. The conpetition ultimately becane violent, and in Decenber of
1387 forces synpathetic to Richard were neutralized by Henry
Bol i ngbroke, later Henry IV, in the skirm sh at Radcot Bridge. Wen the
Lords Appellant singled out their enem es and began to punish them a
nunber of individuals who were friends or coll eagues of Chaucer, and
al so loyal to Richard, were executed.* Strohmwites that “Although
sone historians have shown no reluctance to treat Chaucer as a nenber
of the royal party or Ricardian faction, Chaucerians have been
reluctant to draw that conclusion” (1989, 26), although that reluctance

is difficult to justify in light of the historical evidence. Strohm
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wites:

This prevailing reluctance to inmagi ne Chaucer as

factionally committed may be a consequence of

having net himprinarily on a literary ground.

Those who have experienced his broad-m ndedness

and capacity to entertain alternatives within

t he conpass of his witings have been rel uctant

to imagi ne that he could ever comit hinmself to

a single political perspective. But Chaucer’s

factional alignment need not be considered an

enbarrassnent to his qualities of bal ance or

good sense. As a person of his tine and as a

prof essional courtier and civil servant, he had

no choice but to participate in factiona

politics. (1989, 26)
As we have seen in the above remarks pertaining to bastard feudalism
and the affinity, multiple allegiances in the formof nultiple affinity
nmenber shi ps were not unheard of, and nmenbership in affinities was very
pragmatic in nature. Chaucer, of course, was John of Gaunt’s annuitant
whil e enpl oyed by Edward |1l and, later, Richard Il.%2 Derek Pearsal
may ultimately give us the best perspective on Chaucer’s situation at
the end of the tunultuous 1380s:

It was at this point, one m ght say, that he

reaped the reward for having kept his poetry

free fromovert political conmitnent and out of

the arena of warring political factions.

What ever he had done with his public career, he
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had sacrificed nothing in his poetry to the

denmands of court patronage. He had renmi ned

polite and non-comittal about everything in

public and political life, affirmed no specia

al l egi ance to the king or any affinity, and

avoi ded anything that m ght be construed as an

al lusi on. (1992, 209)
Al t hough Pearsall may be correct, in a general sense, in describing
Chaucer’s work as being “free fromovert political commtnent,” it is
al nrost certainly incorrect to suggest that things political are
unrepresented. Terry Jones (2003, 59) and Paul Strohm (1989, 50-51),
for exanple, have commented on the political concerns expressed in the
lyric “Lak of Stedfastnesse.” Neverthel ess, as we have seen and shal
enphasi ze further, Chaucer appears to have been renmarkably adept at
managi ng his relationships with his enpl oyers.

In regard to our study of “The Conplaint of Chaucer to His Purse,”
of course, the nost relevant of Chaucer’s patrons is Henry 1V, to whom
at least some of the copies of the “Conplaint” were connected by neans
of the poemis envoy. Henry is of special interest in the history of
Engl and as well as in the history of Chaucer because of his dramatic
seizure of Richard Il's throne in 1399. A brief sketch of these events
is essential to our understanding of the circunstances of the
“Conpl aint”’ s genesis and transm ssion. As a consequence of differences
and hostilities generated by the affair of the Appellants during the
1380s, Richard exiled Henry, then Earl of Hereford, for a period of ten
years. Henry accepted his punishnent, but once he was abroad Richard

extended the period of banishnment fromten years to life. This nove was
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certainly a politically questionable one, given Henry’s ongoi ng
popul arity, which had al ready been inflated by the synpathetic response
to his original sentence. Hard upon the heels of Richard s harsh edict,
Henry's father, the nowelderly John of Gaunt, died after a short
illness. To nake matters worse, Richard took advantage of the
opportunity afforded by Gaunt’s death to freeze Henry’'s inheritance
until such time as Henry returned to Engl and, which would now
presumably never happen, leaving Henry with little apparent choice but
to return to England and attenpt to recover his property. Al though
there continued to be considerable synpathy for Henry's cause, the
process by which he seized power -- which resulted, perhaps inevitably,
in Richard's death -- was viewed with sone trepidation even by his
supporters, sone of whom saw the transition as usurpation rather than
| awf ul deposition. Even Henry's son, the illustrious Henry V, hero of
the stunning defeat of the French at Agincourt, was unable to
permanently turn the tide. Richard s deposition continued to have
repercussions and led nore or less directly to the fifteenth-century
War of the Roses. 13

Henry's quest to legitimze his ascent to the throne included the
enlistnent of the literary forces available to him and Paul Strohm
cites circunstantial evidence of “the presence of programmatic el enents
behind Henry's relations with witers of the day” (1992, 35). One
suspects that there was little coercion involved in this program
Chaucer, for instance, was presumably aware of the consequences of
expressing his loyalties in witing, and woul d perhaps have aligned
hinself with Henry as a matter of necessity if not of choice. Al though

he had been Richard's man for over twenty years, he had to have been
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aware of the course that events were taking as Henry conpleted his
t akeover, just as his contenporaries were. Thomas Hoccl eve, as we shal
see in Chapter Three, was an unabashed supporter of the Lancastrian
claimto the throne and wote nore than one poemthat supported his
position. John Gower, whose nane is often nmentioned in tandemwi th
Chaucer’s, also junped on the bandwagon; his 385-1ine poem*“ln Praise
of Peace” enthusiastically endorses Henry (and castigates Richard) from
its opening stanza:

O worthi noble kyng, Henry the ferthe,

In whomthe glade fortune is befalle

The people to governe uppon this erthe,

God hath the chose in confort of ous alle;

The worschi pe of this [ond, which was doun falle,

Now stant upriht thurgh grace of thi goodnesse,

Wi ch every man is holde forto blesse. (Il. 1-7)
Whet her Gower was as enthusiastic a Lancastrian partisan as he seens to
have been or was sinply an extrenely energetic sycophant is a question
that cannot be answered definitively. However, Yeager wites that

In GCower... Henry had a workhorse. His poetic

effort became prolific in Henry' s behal f

i Mmediately (or so it seens) upon Henry's taking

power. It is usually thought that between 29

Sept enber 1399 and the end of Henry’'s second

year as king, in 1401, CGower produced the so-

called “laureate group”: two shorter Latin

poens, “Rex celi deus” and “O recol ende,” and

one (“H aquile pullus”) very brief, of four
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Latin lines; the 385-1ine Mddle English “To

King Henry the Fourth, In Praise of Peace” [see

the quote above]; as well as the Latin Cronica

Tripertita, 1055 lines of Ovidian el egi acs on

Henry's “glorious revolution” and the fall of

Ri chard; and two dedi catory Angl o- Nor man bal ades

(Cinkante Balades | and Il). In addition, Gower

possi bly comm ssi oned copies of his Mddle

Engl i sh Confessio Amantis, newly re-dedicated to

Henry and revised by the renoval of al

complinmentary allusions to Richard I'l. (401)
In addition to Hoccl eve and Gower, Henry may al so have sought the
literary services of Christine de Pisan. Strohmrecounts the story of
how Henry took Christine’s son “into his own household and sent two
‘notabl es homes’ to gain her assent and to invite her to cone to
Engl and hersel f” (1992, 35). Although Henry's actions may fall short of
actual hostage-taking, his seriousness about gaining literary support
for his endeavors is strongly supported by the evidence.

It may be that the “Conplaint to His Purse” is Chaucer’s entry in
the canpaign to curry favor with the new nonarch. However, in view of
Chaucer’s long relationship with John of Gaunt, Henry's father, it is
necessary to qualify this assertion. There can be little doubt that
Henry knew Chaucer at |east by reputation. G ven the shotgun approach
Henry adopted to cenment support for his seizure of the throne,
succinctly docunented in Paul Strohmis | andmark essay “Saving the
Appear ances: Chaucer’'s Purse and the Fabrication of the Lancastrian

Claint (1992, 21-34), it seens likely that if Chaucer didn't approach
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Henry, Henry very well may have approached Chaucer (1992, 34-36). It is
al so conceivabl e that the poemrepresents an attenpt on Chaucer’s part
to cenment his changed relationship with Henry. Drawi ng our attention to
Chaucer’s practical side, R F. Yeager offers the additional suggestion
t hat Chaucer, long accustonmed to the ways of the fourteenth-century
Engl i sh bureaucracy, “knew better than nost how qui ckly governnent
nmoney runs out, especially in uncertain tinmes, and nade his way to the
head of the Iine” (2005, 377) with his presentation of the “Conplaint.”
In effect, according to this analysis, the poemwould serve double
duty, both securing Chaucer his annuity and ingratiating himto Henry. 4
Conmpared to the schol arship on the other beggi ng poens consi dered
in this study, which ranges from scant to nonexistent, a nunber of
interpretations of the “Conplaint”’s genesis and afterlife exist. If we
go back in tinme and foll ow the | ead of Chaucer biographer Marchette
Chute, witing in the 1940s, the task of ascertaining the “Conplaint”’s
history ends quickly. According to Chute, “It is not likely that
Chaucer was beggi ng the king for noney” (Chute 1946, 320). Chute
believes that “the Conplaint to his Purse is a parody on courtly |ove.
It is an authentic | ove conplaint.... But here he parodies the whole
race of conplaints.... No poet had ever treated the sacred subject of
finances like this before” (Chute 1946, 320). In short, the poem exists
as nothing nore than a parody, divorced fromits apparent functiona
exi stence as a begging poem Chute' s first statenent, which casts doubt
on Chaucer’s apparent reason for witing the poem may raise eyebrows.
For what other reason woul d Chaucer decide to wite such a poenf
Certainly, the “Conplaint” mght have arisen froma playful exercise on

Chaucer’s part, and he night even have envisioned the piece as a satire
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on acqui sitiveness or, perhaps, on the activities of his poetic
contenporaries, 1 but these suggestions do not seem particularly hel pfu
when we renenber that the poemwas eventually expanded by the addition
of an envoy that was clearly addressed to Henry and then, we assune,
actually transmtted to him It is worthwhile to note, however, that
for at least some of Richard' s literary beneficiaries, the transition
to Henry's patronage was relatively painless (see Chapter Three) and
Chaucer probably woul d have recei ved paynent whether or not he
presented Henry with the “Conplaint.” It seens |likelier, though
particularly in light of Chaucer’s conposition of the envoy, that Henry
i ndeed received the poem whether or not it swayed his decision in
favor of Chaucer.

Both Howard and Pearsall, witing decades after Chute but agreeing
with himon a key point, suggest that, although Chaucer nay have dug
the poem out of storage and presented it to the king as a clever way of
getting his annuity paid, he probably did not wite it with the
intention of using it for its manifest purpose (Howard 1987, 485;
Pearsall 1992, 274). In part, | think, these em nent scholars are being
practical and open-minded in their suggestion that Chaucer m ght not
have written the poemas a matter of financial necessity, but | suspect
that they are also attenpting, consciously or not, to preserve a bit of
Chaucer’s dignity for him although we may not agree that dignity is
what is at stake. Another, possibly even nore interesting, variation on
the story is that the poemwas on file and Chaucer, needing his annuity
nmoney, w ote and appended the envoy and then presented the whol e
package to the king.

In their edition of the short poens, Pace and David enrich the
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debate with their recounting of the manuscript evidence: “There is sone
questi on whet her the ballade proper may be ol der than the Envoy. A
Shirley manuscript refers to the Envoy as ‘A supplicacioun to Kyng
Ri chard,’ and half the manuscripts |lack the Envoy” (1982, 122-23). This
evi dence suggests that, as opposed to witing the poemas a sinple
exercise in parody, Chaucer may well have witten it in response to a
financial need whose circunmstances were transforned by Henry IV's
accession to the throne. Andrew J. Finnel has argued vociferously
agai nst the suggestion that Chaucer wote the poem and then swi tched
envoys to suit his needs; he dismi sses the Shirley manuscript’s
denoni nation, “A supplicacioun to Kyng Richard,” as “an absurd,
possi bly senile mstake” (1973, 155), and may be right, “given how
obvi ously the envoy seens to refer to Henry” (Yeager 2005, 378-79).
Finnel attenpts to defuse specul ation regardi ng Chaucer’s putative game
of “nusical envoys”

Sonme critics... entertain the possibility that

Chaucer wote the stanzas of “Purse” as a

beggi ng poemto Richard and nerely added the

envoy when he needed funds from Henry. This

proposition is, for one, distasteful. These

critics would have Chaucer a poetical chanel eon

a sycophant, a foul -weather patriot who could

easily shift allegiances and praise a riva

nmonarch in his turn when it was financially

expedi ent. (1973, 154-55)
I will not attenpt to settle this controversy here. However, the

intimation by Finnel that critics should avoid eval uations of Chaucer
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the man that prove “distasteful” needs to be addressed, if only
briefly, and | |eave the topic with the reninder that history is
replete with exanples of persons who did | audabl e things as well as
not - so- | audabl e ones. As we have seen, Chaucer was nothing if not
pragmatic; with that in mnd, it seens unnecessarily idealistic to
suggest that he was incapable of acting on his own behal f. Any
“infraction” he might have comitted in readdressing the “Conplaint”
seenms very, very trivial, and certainly need not be interpreted as
evi dence of a fundamental baseness of character
R F. Yeager has noted the surge of scholarship pertaining to

Chaucer’s “Conpl aint” beginning in the | ast decade of the twentieth
century. “If, like people, poens can have remarkabl e decades, then
surely ‘To His Purse’ has had one since 1992" (2005, 373). Yeager’s own
contribution to the discussion, subnmtted five years into the present
century, is an exceptionally thought-provoking one. Yeager has
suggested a nunber of interesting possibilities regarding the life
hi story of Chaucer’s “Conplaint,” anong themthe hypothesis that one of
the early manuscripts of the poem sans envoy, may have been sent to
Ri chard

The probl em posed by Richard s extraordi nary

grants of £10 in 1393... just when Chaucer could

clearly use it, and his protection of 1398

(again, in the nick of tinme), is that no trace

of any petition by Chaucer for either favor

survives. Not that this in itself is surprising,

gi ven normal survival rates of nedieva

docunents. But it does seemunlikely that
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Ri chard woul d have acted in such tinely ways

wi t hout sone sort of urging from Chaucer -- and

it makes one wonder: could either of these have

been the occasion of the first version of “To

H s Purse,” sans envoy? (2005, 381)
Al t hough Yeager’'s suggestion is a fascinating one, it does require us
to explain the existence of the poenmis versions avec envoy addressed to
Henry. Cearly, financial natters were occupyi ng Chaucer’s tinme when
Henry 1V came to power a nunber of years after the date when Yeager
posits Chaucer m ght have sent the poemto Richard, even if the
circunstances created only the expectation of unnanageabl e debt rather
than the reality.2 If we allow ourselves to bypass any prejudices that
m ght be inflamed by the suggestion that an artist with an inmagi nation
as bountiful as Chaucer’s would | et one poem do double duty,” we can
all ow for the possibility that Yeager nmay be onto sonething. Having
succeeded with the “Conplaint” the first tine, could it be that Chaucer
elected to use it again, this time to petition Henry?

One argunent that has been posited in favor of a Ricardian

provenance for the “Conplaint” involves its apparent references to
Ri chard

Now voucheth sauf this day or hyt be nyght

That | of yow the blisful sovne may here

O see your col our |yke the sonne bryght

That of yel ownesse hadde neuer pere

Ye be ny Iyfe ye be myn hertys stere

Quene of confort and of good conpanye

Bet h heuy ayeyne or elles noote | dye (II. 8-14)
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“One of Richard s badges,” wites Terry Jones, “was the sun in
spl endour, and his hair was yellow or red -- so that Richard was
frequently associated with the sun.... And of course ‘hertys stere
refers to Richard' s other badge -- the white hart” (2003, 179). Jones’s
readi ng of the “sonne bryght” seens to be justified; it is supported,
at least in part, by his citation of sinmilar references in the
description of the God of Love in the F prologue to The Legend of Good
Wnen: “His gilte heer was corowned with a sonne / |Instede of gold, for
hevynesse and wyghte” (Il. 230-31). The connection of “hert” in line 12
with Richard' s badge is, if correct, certainly oblique. A significant
caveat in regard to considering this passage as an evocation of Richard
ari ses because Chaucer’s purse is consistently depicted as female, his
“lady dere” (lI. 2). O course, whether Jones is on the mark or not, the
poem coul d concei vably have been sent to Richard as well as to Henry.
Yeager encourages us to renmin open to a variety of possibilities in
this regard, noting that

every proposed stemma of “To His Purse” includes

manuscripts with and wi thout envoy, in arbitrary

chronol ogi cal relationship. No clean |ine of

generation that would explain the manuscripts

with and w thout envoy as breaking off froma

sem nal scribal mistake is evident. This |eaves

open the possibility that the ball ade was

witten for Richard, and the envoy later for

Henry. It al so suggests another explanation

that some scribes chose to onmit the envoy from

sonme nmanuscripts, for reasons still to be
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consi dered. (2005, 387)

Whet her or not Chaucer was recycling old nmaterial, it is now
general ly accepted that he indeed sent the poemto Henry with the
appropriately engi neered envoy. The nbst recent schol arship, that of
Jones et al. and Yeager in particular, tends to put the lion’s share of
t he enphasis on the poenis envoy rather than on the three stanzas of
the “Conplaint” itself. Aside fromthe supposed references to Richard,
there is little about the poem proper that merits our lingering
attention; it is fairly conventional in nature, a trifle in conparison
to Chaucer’s nore wi dely-read works, although it is inbued with his
hunor and |inguistic dexterity. The envoy, however, is very inportant
to Jones and Yeager, and to us, for it is the envoy that gives us clues
regardi ng how the piece worked as a beggi ng poem as well as to the
rel ati onshi p between Chaucer and Henry. | would hasten to add, however,
that, rather than shedding brilliant and conclusive light on that
rel ationship, the envoy can be read in a variety of ways, sone of them
mutual Iy exclusive. Al readings become problematic in view of the
difficulty of deciphering exactly the circunstances under which Henry
came to power and, nore particularly, the reaction of his subjects to
his assunption of the throne. The problemis even further conplicated
by the fact that “[f]or centuries the popul ar view of Richard has been
det erm ned by Shakespeare’s play” (Taylor 1999, 15), which was inforned
by Shakespeare’s reading of the fourteenth-century chronicles, at
second hand, in Holinshed. This hijacking of history by art is, of
course, not the only difficulty we face. John Taylor wites:

One probl em which inmediately confronts us in

considering the inage of Richard in the
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chronicle sources, is the possible rewiting of

these accounts after 1399, and the

propagandi stic intention of certain of the

writings. Are the majority of Richard |

chronicles sinply a formof Lancastrian

propaganda, witten after the revol ution

contai ning the “second thoughts” of witers

about the king, and unlikely therefore to show

much synpat hy or understandi ng of Richard?

(1999, 16)
The fundanmental divide we face is the view of Henry, on the one hand,
as the man who saved the English people fromRi chard s tyranny and, on
the other, as an opportunist who overthrew England s rightful king.

Al t hough t he viewpoint we adopt regarding the nature of Henry's
accessi on becones very inportant in light of the nbst recent criticism
of the poem particularly that of Jones and Yeager, traditional views
of the poem are conparatively unaffected by the circunstances under
whi ch Chaucer seens to have delivered it. In this version, the
transition fromRichard Il to Henry IV was rel atively painl ess, perhaps
even happy. The “Conplaint” is a straightforward beggi ng poem witten
by Chaucer under conditions of financial hardship and delivered to
Henry with the expectation that paynent would be delivered w thout
question.® Jay Ruud’s rather typical version of the poetic transaction
runs thus:

Chaucer had known Henry all the king's life. He
was certainly aware of Henry's tastes. It was a

fortunate circunstance for Chaucer that the



poet’s tenperanent, which would not pernmit him

to wite a straightforward beggi ng poem fit

well with the literary taste of the new king.

Henry apparently enjoyed such outlandish wit as

t he addressing of a | ove poemto a purse, and

that sort of poem Chaucer was only too wlling

to provide. (1992, 133)
Thi s passage deserves conment. Mbst inportantly, although Chaucer had
i ndeed known Henry for years, so had Richard, and our assunption that
Chaucer would be greeted ami ably on account of |ong acquai ntance does
not appear to rest on particularly solid ground. Chaucer was Richard’s
man, and had been for over twenty years; it seenms only reasonable to
assune that Henry might have viewed Chaucer with nore than a little
suspi cion. A second, allied point regards Henry's sense of hunor. It
has been noted by historian K B. MFarlane that Henry’'s personality
seens to have changed when he assuned the throne. Al though such a
change woul d not be a surprising one, it deserves comment. “ln the
1390s,...” wites MFarlane, Henry “was worshi pped as the conventiona
hero of chivalry” (1972, 37). However, when Henry | anded at the nouth
of the Hunber and began his conquest of Richard' s donain he is said to
have becone col d-bl ooded and cal cul ating, certainly quite unchivalric
qualities (MFarlane 1972, 9). According to this point of view, the
personal ity described by Ruud is that of the young Henry, the subject
rat her than the king. Mdre recent scholarship, particularly that of
Yeager, rejects this rather rosy version of events and posits that,
al though the transition to Henry's rule nay have been conparatively

easy for Hoccleve, as we shall see in Chapter Three, the experience of
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Chaucer, who was a menber of the court and much closer to Richard than
Hoccl eve, was probably not so sinple.

Much of the lack of conclusiveness about Chaucer’s rel ationship
with Henry arises fromthe “Conplaint”’s envoy, which Ruud does not
explicitly address in the passage quoted above.

O conquerour of Brutes al byon

Wi che that by |ygne and free el eccion

Been verray kynge this song to yow | sende

And ye that nowen alle oure harnmes anmende

Have nynde vpon ny supplicacion (1. 22-26)
A first reading of the envoy suggests that Chaucer is currying favor
with the new king by endorsing the legitimcy of his accession; Henry
is not just any nonarch, but “verray kynge.” However, a closer
exam nation reveal s that Chaucer’s endorsenent of Henry's Kkingship nmay
not be as unconplicated as a “straight” readi ng assunes. Chaucer
appears to endorse Henry's right to the throne on the basis of three of
Henry’'s argunments on his own behal f: his right by conquest (as the
“conquerour of Brutes al byon”), his position in the royal “lygne,” and
his “free el eccion” by general acclaim

The reference to “Brutes al byon” may cut both ways. The story of
Brutus and the Trojans’ subjugation of Britain is contained in a
version that woul d have been known to both Chaucer and the king, that
of CGeoffrey of Monnmouth’'s History of the Kings of Britain (1966, 53-
74). The story of how the giants got to Britain in the first place is
not covered by Geoffrey; however, it can be found in a late thirteenth-
century Angl o- Nornman poem Des Grantz Geanz. The story was included in

the Angl o-Norman Brut and “was a commonpl ace part of ‘Brutes Al byon' by
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the late fourteenth century.” Both Chaucer and the king woul d have
known the story (Yeager 2005, 393-94). According to Yeager, aside from
magni fying Brutus’s achievenent in overcom ng the giants, the reference
al so “serves as a dark reninder of howtruly terrible things were in
pre-Brutean Britain, and therefore of what horrors mght await should
hi story regress, and chaos conme agai n” (2005, 394). Yeager al so asserts
t hat

Syntactically the words insist, not on the

continuation of civilization, but onits

overthrow, nor is the thought that Richard m ght

be Brutus if Henry is the conqueror of Al bion

especially attractive, particularly given the

political stakes in 1400 -- although the

suggestion is clearly present in Chaucer’'s poem

(Yeager’'s italics) (2005, 394)
I f Chaucer’s reference to Henry as the conqueror of Brutus's Albion is
i ndeed neant as a veiled subversion of Henry’s claimto the throne, it
is fairly well veiled. It is not at all difficult to inagine Henry's
pl easure at seeing his grand exploit connected netaphorically to
Britain’s illustrious beginnings. However, we mnmust bear in mind that
Henry's petition to be recogni zed as a conqueror was flatly turned down
by Sir WIlliam Thirnyng, Chief Justice of Common Pl eas, when the matter
was brought before the courts (MFarlane 1972, 54).

Chaucer’s second point in his apparent endorsenent of Henry's

accession is contained in the assertion that Henry is king “by lygne,”
i.e., that he is next inline to the throne. This clai mwas based on

Henry's descent fromHenry |11 through Ednund Crouchback. Henry cl ai ned
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that Ednmund, a cripple, was passed over in favor of the nan who becane
Edward |. This misrepresentation, first put forth in 1377, was revived
by Henry IV in 1399 (MFarlane 1972, 54). In fact, the conmonly
accepted heir to Richard’ s throne was Ednund, Earl of March (MFarl ane
1972, 52). The rightful Iine of succession was so well established
that, as Strohm suggests, Henry's assertions to the contrary nay have
been the source of some enbarrassnent to his supporters (Strohm 1992,
28). Thus, it appears that there is at |east the possibility that
Chaucer’s reference to Henry’'s clainms of right by lineage is neant to
undercut the legitinmcy of his accession rather than reinforce it.
Thirdly, Chaucer states that Henry’' s accession is by “free
el eccion.” On 30 Septenber 1399, Henry appeared before an assenbly at
the Great Hall at Westninster, where, by general acclaim he was
endorsed as the new king. However, as MFarlane wites, Henry “did not

want to owe his throne to Parlianent,” although “he may have desired to
obtain the acceptance by Parlianent of his right to the throne”
(McFarlane’s italics). Furthernore, “too many doubted whether that
assenbly was a Parlianment for himto be satisfied” (1972, 55). It seens
that Chaucer’s assertion that Henry was king of England by “free

el ecci on” was as questionable as the notion that he was next in line to
t he throne.

However nuch Henry and his followers nmay have doctored the records
to prove that he was no usurper, the series of rebellions attendant
upon his accession to the throne is a matter of record. Yeager quotes a
contenporary account of a heated exchange between the Franciscan friar

Roger Frisby, and the new king. Henry says,

“l haue not vsurpid the croune, but | was chosen
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therto by el eccioun.” The maister ansuerde, “The
el ecci oun is noughte, livyng the trewe and

| awf ul possessour, and yf he be ded, he is ded
be you, and yf he be ded be you, ye haue | ost

all the righte and title that ye nyght haue to

the croune.” Thanne saide the kyng to him “Be

myn hed thou shalt |lese thyne hed.” (2005, 398)
O this exchange, Yeager wites, “One has to wonder, faced with such
exanpl es, who in England believed the Lancastrian farce of ‘eleccion”
(Yeager's italics) (2005, 398). Henry certainly knew better, and it is
reasonabl e to assunme that Chaucer did as well

Yeager, who believes that the envoy to the “Conplaint” reveals a

subversi ve agenda on Chaucer’s part, adds another very interesting
poi nt. Mddern editors of the poem in keeping with practices foll owed
wi th Chaucer’s other works, have provided heavy enendation in the form
of , anong ot her things, punctuation. Yeager suggests that if we | ook at
the poemthe way Henry al nost certainly did, we nust assune that he
read it without punctuation, as it is presented in the quote above,
which is from Pace and David's edition. For instance, in Benson's
wi dely used edition of the poem the envoy is presented thus:

O conquer our of Brutes Al byon,

Wi ch that by Iyne and free el eccion

Been verray kyng, this song to yow | sende,

And ye, that nowen alle oure harnes anende

Have nynde upon my suppli cacion
Yeager suggests that we should | ook at the poem w t hout punctuation and

suppose, for the sake of argument, that there is not just one stop, the
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one at the end of the stanza, but two, the first appearing at the end
of the third line. If we adopt this interpretation, it is conceivable
that the last two lines nay be addressed to soneone ot her than Henry.
The sense of the stanza may thus be radically transnogrified. In |ight
of the very quixotic nature of any hope that existed for a roll back of
Henry' s progress, we m ght suppose that, in this alternative reading,
the last two lines are addressed to God (Yeager 2005, 412-13).

Finally, it is worthwhile to consider Chaucer’s response to what
we have indicated may have been Henry's call for support from in
addi tion to Chaucer, Christine de Pisan and John Gower. As we have
seen, Christine proved wilier than the king and retired to France with
her son, secure fromHenry's machinati ons. Gower responded in the
directly opposite way, |everaging his |ong-standing connection with the
House of Lancaster (Yeager 2005, 400) and producing a large quantity of
poetry supportive of Henry's accession. |In contrast, Chaucer’s
submi ssion of a brief ballade with five-line envoy nust have seened
hal f hearted i ndeed. The insult may even have been deepened by the fact
that there is nothing in the “Conplaint” or the envoy that even faintly
smacks of di sapproval of Richard or his policies. Henry' s response
seenms to have possessed the properties of both a carrot and a stick
Chaucer was awarded an increase of forty marks per annumon his
annuity; however, in addition to the ten pounds he received at once, he
got only five pounds toward payment of the rest in the king s next
remttance (Howard 1987, 486).

In view of the brutal nature of Henry's overthrow of Richard, it
seens appropriate to at |east express doubt that Chaucer’s response, in

the formof “The Conplaint to His Purse,” was unanbi guously supportive
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of Henry. As we have seen, Chaucer had connections with the Ricardian
court going back twenty-two years and had thrived under its aegis. Paul
Strohm has expressed reservations of his own regardi ng Chaucer’s
position on the usurpation, especially in regard to the expectation
that he m ght castigate Richard for his behavior or policies. Strohm
wites,

For Chaucer... suddenly to enbrace extensive

accounts of nal feasance [a |a Gower] or

out rageous fabrications about Richard's

resignation hillari vultu, while his fornmer

monarch yet |ived, would have denonstrated a

degree of opportuni smand inconsistency foreign

to his nature as we otherw se know it. (1992,

32-33)
As | have suggested, form ng opinions about the quality of Chaucer’s
character based on the val ues presunably expressed in his verse
whet her to suggest that his ethical foundation was sterling or |ess
than adnmirable, is a dicey business. Nevertheless, under the present
circunmstances, and given the rather |oud questioning of Henry's
legitimacy as a nonarch, it seens that Chaucer would have had to stoop
pretty lowto performthe kind of about-face that Strohm describes. If
the “Conpl ai nt” provides evidence of Chaucer’s unw |l lingness to support
Henry, we can be certain that such reluctance could have had a
conbi nati on of undesirable results. Yeager takes a particularly sonber
view of the situation:

We do assune... that the envoy at |east of “To

His Purse” is Chaucer’s |ast poetic utterance.
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One hopes (against all odds, perhaps) that the

reason wasn't Henry's unexpected ability to read

too keenly between the lines of what nmay be the

poet’s nobst ironic, nost subtle, but |east

successful poem (414)
In his popular study Who Murdered Chaucer?, Terry Jones and his
col | eagues, including Yeager, go so far as to speculate on who m ght
have nurdered Chaucer once his disaffection became a matter of record,
though they adnit, as they nust, that their suspicions can never be
proven (2003, 359-60).

When Chaucer died, John Lydgate was about thirty years of age.
Despite the debt Lydgate apparently owed to Chaucer’s poetry, his
career took a nmarkedly different path. In fact, Lydgate may have nore
in conmon with Thonas Hoccl eve, who will be discussed in Chapter Three,
than with Chaucer. Both Lydgate and Hoccl eve are sel f-consci ous
literary descendants of Chaucer, nentioning himrepeatedly in their
work and crediting himwi th being the greatest practitioner of English

vernacul ar verse. In his poem“The Floure of Curtesy,” Lydgate extols
Chaucer and in the process, with a rhetorical flourish faniliar from
Chaucer’'s poetry, belittles his own poetic talents:

Euer as | can surprise in nyn herte

Always with feare, betwxt drede and shane,

Leste out of l|ose any worde asterte

In this netre to make it sene | ane;

Chaucer is deed, that had suche a name

O fayre nmakyng, that, wthout[en] wene,

Fayrest in our tonge, as the laurer grene.
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We nay assay for to countrefete

His gay[e] style, but it wyl not be;

The welle is drie, with the |Iycoure swete,

Bot he of Clye and of Cali ope;

And, first of al, | wol excuse me.... (Il. 232-43)2
In this passage, Lydgate simultaneously endorses Chaucer as his naster
and establishes his own separate, apparently inferior, identity. As we
shal|l see in Chapter Three, Hoccleve perforns a very simlar act of
endorsenent and self-identification in his prologue to The Regi ment of
Princes. Although Lydgate and Hoccl eve, as poets, have at |east as nmany
simlarities as differences, both have been identified as
“Chaucerians,” a category that has been subject to nore denigration
than val ori zation in the past.2

Lydgate's debt to Chaucer is denonstrated both by the various

mentions of his master in his verse and by the unanbi guous echoes in
Lydgate’ s poetry of Chaucer’s style and, in nmany cases, his very words.
In his 1970 study of Lydgate, Pearsall prefaces several pages tracing
verbal parallels (1970, 51-58) with the assertion that “Lydgate’s debt
to Chaucer is enornmous. From him he took his style, his verse-forns,
his netre, and nany of the genres in which he wote” (1970, 49). In his
influential study Medieval to Renaissance in English Literature, A C
Speari ng acknow edges Lydgate’s imtation of Chaucer but concl udes,
rather oddly, that “the nore Lydgate imtates Chaucer, the less... he
can be like hint (1985, 70). The gist of Spearing’ s conclusion is
contained, | believe, in the conviction that, although Lydgate inmtates

Chaucer, he can never be |ike hi mbecause Chaucer is so nuch better
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“Lydgate is doomed to imtate Chaucer,” Sinpson wites, “but equally
dooned to fail in the attenpt” (2002, 43).

Sinpson is quite helpful in getting us past a potentially
crippling preoccupation with Lydgate's artistic inadequacy, and
provides insight into the nature of Lydgate’'s “imitation” in the
process, offering the judgnent that “al nbst none of Lydgate’s works is
directly inmtative of Chaucer: those poens that do relate to Chaucer’s
do so with nore powerful strategies in nind than slavish imtation”
(2002, 50). As we shall see, Lydgate’'s beggi ng poem the so-called
“Letter to doucester,” is a very good exanple of a poemthat draws
superficially upon Chaucerian nmaterials w thout the kind of word-for-
word “plagiarisnf docunented by Pearsall.

Unl i ke either Chaucer or Hoccleve, Lydgate actually appears to
have been paid for witing poetry. Robert J. Meyer-Lee wites that

Chaucer and Hoccl eve received annuities earlier

but these were prina facie for their work as

civil servants rather than as poets. Because the

wor k Lydgate performed for the crown, as far as

we know, consisted solely of his verse, it seemns

fair to assune that his |ong-awaited annuity was

a bel ated recognition of his decades-I|ong

service as poet to Lancastrian kings and

princes. (Myer-Lee 2006, 36-37)
The wide distribution of Lydgate’s poetry in his own lifetime, as well
as the absolutely spectacular quantity of verse he produced, served to
solidify a reputation that, over time, grew to exceed Chaucer’s, at

| east tenporarily. As is the case with Hoccl eve, there has been
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specul ation that Lydgate knew Chaucer, although there is no way to
prove such assertions, tenpting though they nmay be. Wether or not
Lydgate ever net Chaucer, we can be absolutely certain that he knew the
great poet’'s work well. 22

We know a significant anount about Lydgate’s life, in part because
of his association with the nmonastery at Bury St. Edmunds. 22 He was
born, around 1370, to parents of peasant stock, and was, according to
Ebi n, noticed by a nonastery official who arranged a place for himat
Bury St. Ednmunds (1985, 1). By the tinme Lydgate showed up, around 1385,
the nonastery had al ready been in operation for hundreds of years. An
abbey was founded on the site in 633 by King Sigebert, and in 903 the
bones of King Ednmund were brought there. The nonastery that provided a
hone for Lydgate was founded during the reign of King Canute, in honor
of King Ednund of East Anglia, and was consecrated as a Benedictine
abbey in 1032. The buildings and grounds underwent a |ong series of
additions and reconstructions during the course of its history. Despite
the presentday stereotypical and largely erroneous conception of
nonasteries as cloistered refuges dedicated to private contenpl ation
Bury St. Ednmunds, like similar inportant nonasteries of its day -- St.
Al bans, for exanple -- was quite the opposite. The nonastery was not a
shuttered retreat, but rather an inportant nexus of religious,
political, and social thought. Abbot Sanson (abbot 1182-1210), a friend
of both Henry Il and Richard |, was one of the nost activist of the
nmonastery’s abbots, involving hinself in royal policy and even going so
far as to play a role in the raising of Richard |I's ransom when he was
taken prisoner in Germany. Later, the nonastery played a role in the

conflict between King John and the nobility that |l ed to the signing of
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the Magna Carta. In Lydgate's own day, Henry VI paid a visit of sone
nont hs, remarkable only for its length. 24

Aside fromthe benefits of fairly vigorous social interaction
Bury St. Ednunds al so possessed one of the npbst extensive libraries in
Engl and, housi ng around two thousand vol umes. Mbst of the vol umes were
probably works of patristic literature, volunmes of sernons, and the
like, but also present were secul ar volunes, including Roman witers
like Cicero, Virgil, and Ovid (Ebin 1985, 6-7; Pearsall 1970, 32-33).
There is specul ation regardi ng what English works m ght have found
their way to the library at Bury St. Ednunds, and these considerations
gain interest on account of Pearsall’s observation that the English
wor ks of nedieval witer Richard Rolle were absent, but the Latin ones
were present (1970, 33). “It nmay be that English books passed through
the hands of the nonastery,” wites Pearsall, “but were regarded as
ephenera” (1970, 33). Lydgate, as one of the nonastery’s nost
illustrious inhabitants, certainly had full access to the library's
contents, and Schirnmer suggests that Lydgate may have had his own study
area with desk, or scriptoriolum in the library (1961, 13-14).

One of the only sources we have recounting Lydgate's early life is
hi s “aut obi ographi cal” poem “Testanment,” probably witten near the end
of his life (Ebin 1985, 3; Pearsall 1970, 294), though even here we
nmust be careful not to confuse the conventions of nedieval poetry with
what may be actual scenes fromthe poet’s boyhood, and do well to keep
the word “autobi ographical” in quotation narks, follow ng Pearsall’s
exanpl e (1970, 295). Indeed, a full ninety-seven of the poenis one
hundred ei ghteen stanzas are given over to a |l engthy paean to spring,

an equally |l ong-w nded address to Jesus, an appeal for nercy on the
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poet, and a detailed imgining of the tornents suffered by Christ in
order to redeem mankind. Inserted two thirds of the way through this
text are the twenty-one stanzas devoted to Lydgate’s “autobi ography.”
During the first fourteen years of his life, he was “Loth to |erne,
| oued no besynesse, / Saue pley or nmerth” (Il. 616-17). In keeping with
his lack of desire to learn, he “had in custone to cone to skole |ate,
/ Nat for to lerne but for a contenance” (628-29). Wrse, he stole
appl es and grapes (lIl. 638-42) and was “Redier cheristones for to telle
/ Than gon to chirche, or here the sacryng belle” (647-48). Even after
Lydgate joined the church he could not apply hinself to his
responsibilities.

Entryng this tyme into rel ygi oun

Onto the plowe | put forth nmyne hond,

A yere conpl ete nade ny professioun

Consi deryng litel charge of thilke bond,

O perfeccioun ful gode exaunple | fond,

Ther techyng good, in ne was all the | ake,

Wth Lothes wyf | |oked often abak. (Il. 670-76)
Finally, at the end of his childhood, just before he turned fifteen
Lydgate saw a vision that changed his life.

Myd of a cloyster, depicte vpon a wall

| savgh a crucifyx, whos woundes were not small e,

Wth this word “vide,” wete there besyde,

Behol d ny nekenesse, O child, and | eve thy pryde. (743-46)
Conventional though they may be, these are the only words we have from
Lydgate that give any insight into his early Iife. Unfortunately, the

Testanment sheds very little helpful light on Lydgate, although it does
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elicit a certain amount of interest when conpared to Hoccl eve’s account
of his own misspent youth, “La Male Regle de T. Hoccleve,” which shal
be di scussed in Chapter Three.

According to Schirmer’s account (1961, 8-23), Lydgate’'s
advancenent through the church’s orders was steady. He arrived at Bury
St. Ednunds around 1385 as a novice. By early 1389 he was ordained in
the | owest of the four orders, ad ommes ordines. By the end of that
year he was el evated to subdeacon. In 1393 he was rai sed to deacon, and
in 1397 was ordai ned a priest. He may have attended Oxford after
conpl etion of his studies at Bury, as was common for young schol ars
fromthe nonastery, and would have stayed at 4 oucester Hall, which was
where the Benedictines sent their young schol ars. Here, per Schirner,
“[h]le acquired the usual instruction in theol ogy, had a sound know edge
of Latin, and nmastered French” (1961, 22). According to the great
Ref ormati on bi bl i ographer John Bal e, Lydgate did postgraduate work in
Paris and Padua, but Sinpson offers a convincing argunent in support of
his contention that Bale s notes on Lydgate are largely “spurious”
(2002, 39).

One fact of which we can be certain is that Lydgate had ongoi ng
access to a fairly large pool of potential patrons. As Schirner notes,

Lydgat e nust have conme into contact with

nobl emen who had literary interests, for, as we
know, in Norfolk and Suffol k patronage on a
provincial scale flourished with extrenme vigor.
Most of Lydgate’s works owe their originto a
conmi ssion. (1961, 23)

G ven what we know about the environment at Bury St. Ednunds and about
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Lydgate’s sterling reputation as a poet during his own tine and the
century that followed, we nmight even go so far as to suppose that
Lydgat e had audi ences with Henry V, who, as Prince of Wales, wote the
abbott of Bury asking himto give Lydgate | eave to continue his studies
at Oxford (Pearsall 1970, 29), and perhaps also with Henry VI when the
twel ve-year-ol d nonarch was staying there during winter and spring of
1433-34. The nost inportant of Lydgate' s patrons, and the one to whom
Lydgate’ s sol e beggi ng poemis addressed, is Duke Hunphrey of
d oucester, Henry V's brother and bibliophile extraordinaire, whom|
shal | discuss in nore detail bel ow

In addition to his contacts with the nobility, Lydgate seens to
have had friends and patrons al so anong the gentry -- or the “rising
bourgeoisie,” as Janet WIlson terns them (1975, 25) -- an interesting
devel opnent in an environment in which literary patronage had | ong been
the nore or | ess exclusive province of the nobility and even an
expression of royal power. Wth the change in patronage cane a change
in taste. WIson believes that the new taste can be described mainly as

a liking for realism which “can be seen as a precursor of renai ssance
values in fifteenth-century England” (1975, 25). Pearsall also takes
note of the change, and provides what | believe is a nore credible
account of its nature.

What we witness in the fifteenth century is not

a decline, but a change of tenper, or, to be

nore precise, a reassertion of orthodoxy. Moral

earnestness, love of platitude and

general i sation, a sober preoccupation wth

practical and ethical issues (often conbined
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with a taste for the extravagantly picturesque

and the decorative) -- these are the

characteristic marks of fifteenth-century

literature, and it is in these ternms that

Chaucer is absorbed and refined. (1970, 68)
Schirmer anticipates Pearsall’s viewpoint to sonme degree, arguing for a
conservative rather than a revolutionary notivation for the change in
taste (1961, 35-37).

Al t hough taste nmay have taken a step backward rather than forward,
it appears that the reasons for which poens were conmi ssioned nay have
changed also, if only alittle. As we shall see in our discussion bel ow
of Hunmphrey of G oucester, one of Lydgate’s nost inportant patrons, the
nobility conm ssioned works for political, or even propagandistic,
pur poses. 25 Aside from such nobl e patrons, however, Lydgate “al so
wote... for a lay public who could afford to conmi ssion... poens”
(Wlson 1975, 26). According to Schirner, there may al so have been an
el ement of nouveau riche social clinbing involved in patronage by the
gentry as well: “The lower gentry were eager to enbellish with al
manner of outward show narriages arranged on a highly comercial basis”
(1961, 38). Certainly, conm ssioning poens by Lydgate for the occasion
woul d constitute “outward show. ”

According to Schirmer, Ceoffrey Chaucer’s son Thomas, a wealthy
Oxfordshire gentl eman whose di pl omatic career parallels, in some
respects, that of his father, was the center of a circle of friends
that included nore than one of Lydgate’'s patrons, including Thonmas
hi nsel f and his daughter, Alice, along with Hunphrey of d oucester, who

was a regular visitor to Chaucer’s estate (1961, 59-61). Lydgate wote
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two poens commenorating Thonmas’'s departure on the king s business, “M
Lady Dere,” which presents Thonas’s viewpoint, and “On the Departing of

Thomas Chaucer,” which details his lady’'s response to his |eavetaking.
If these were conmi ssioned poens, the circunstances surrounding the
commi ssi ons nust have been interesting. In any event, these poens
provide us with an interesting glinpse of the sort of relationships
that m ght have prevail ed between Lydgate and his patrons, and the way
t hat poetic conmi ssions might have cone about.

The first poem “My Lady Dere,” is acconpanied in the nmanuscri pt
by a notation describing it as an “[a] nerous bal ade by Lydegate nmade at
departyng of Thomas Chauciers on pe kynges ambassade into Fraunce”
(Lydgate 1911, 420). There is no other reference to either Chaucer or
the mani fest notivation for witing the poem it is, in fact, a sinple
| ove-l anent benoaning the lover’'s separation fromhis |ady, witten in
fourteen stanzas followed by a brief envoy. Each of the stanzas, which
are not connected to the others by either a common thenme or narrative
thread, provides a perspective on the dol orousness of the |lover’s
separation, for exanple:

What is a fisshe out of the see,

For alle his scales siluer sheene,

But ded anoon, as nman may se?

O in ryuers crystal clene,

Pyke, bape, or tenche with ffynnes grene,
Qut of pe water whane pey appere?

bus death dartepe nyn herte kene

ber | seo naught ny lady dere. (Il. 65-72)

If we can trust the manuscript notation identifying this poem as being
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connected to one of Chaucer’s diplonmatic mssions, we mght specul ate
that the poem was conmi ssi oned by Chaucer, who may have presented or
read it to his wife, Maude, upon departure.

“On the Departing of Thomas Chaucer” is al so acconpani ed by a
manuscri pt notation: “Balade nmade by Lydegate at pe Departyng of Thomas
Chaucyer on Anbassade in-to France” (Lydgate 1911, 657). Like “My Lady
Dere,” this poemis a short one, consisting of eleven stanzas. However,
in contrast to the nore generic, inspecific qualities of “My Lady
Dere,” the present poemincludes apostrophes to various deities and
i ndividuals, as well as explicit nention of Chaucer’s nane, as in the
first stanza:

O pow Lucyna, gwene and enpyresse

O waters alle, and of floodes rage,

And cl eped art |ady and goddesse

O iorneying and fortunate passage,

Governe and guye by grace pe vyage,

Powe Heuenly Qmeene, sith | of herte prey

My maystre Chaucyer goodely to convey. (Il. 1-7)
In addition to Lucyna, Lydgate invokes one nmenber of Chaucer’s circle,
Wlliam Mol eyns, by nane. Ml eyns's estate, Stoke Poges, was only a few
m | es from Chaucer’s (Schirmer 1961, 60):

And gentyl Mdlyns, nyn owen lord so der

Lytel merveyl e poughe pow si ghe and pl eyne;

Now forgone pin owen pleying feere,

| wot right wel, hit is to pe gret peyne.

But haue good hope soone for to atteyne

bin hertis blisse agayne, and pat right sone,
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O four tynmes echaunged be pe none. (II|. 43-49)
Al 't hough there is no reason to distrust the nmanuscript notation in the
case of this poem since its connection to actual historical figures is
mani fest, we can not be certain of the details of its conm ssion, or
if, infact, it was comm ssioned at all. However, in light of ny
specul ations regarding the hiring of Lydgate to wite “My Lady Dere,”
it is tenmpting to suppose that this poem m ght have been conmm ssi oned
by Chaucer’'s wife, Maude, to honor himon the occasion of his
departure. Alternatively, though certainly less romantically, it nmay be
that, since Mdleyns's nane is nentioned, it was he who comi ssioned the
wor K.

Schirmer (1961, 232-34) specul ates on the network of associations
that Lydgate may have been part of as a result of his association with
the Chaucers. Alice, Thonas Chaucer’s daughter, whom Schirner describes
as “Lydgate’s nost active and faithful patroness” (1961, 232-33),
married Wlliamde la Pole, |ater Duke of Suffolk. Wether or not
Suffol k was ever a patron of Lydgate’'s, he was certainly a part of the
Chaucers’ circle of friends. In 1436, nore than twenty years after his
capture at the Battle of Agincourt, the French nobl eman and poet
Charles d Ol éans was entrusted to Suffolk’s custody. According to
Schirner, Charles

knew English, owned a manuscript by Chaucer
frequented Alice Chaucer’s house, and carried on
a correspondence in gallant courtly verse with
the | adi es who taught him English. Wlliamde |la
Pol e was an active nenber of this poetic

coterie.... It is not inpossible that Lydgate
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may have met Charles.... (1961, 234)
Al t hough there is no docunentary evidence to confirm Schirner’s
speculation, it is hard to deny the likelihood that two recogni zed
poets noving in the sane intellectual circle would eventual |y neet.

O the many patrons who conmm ssi oned works by Lydgate during the

course of his long Iife, probably the nost inportant was Hunphrey of
G oucester, brother of Henry V. After Henry's death in 1422, when his
i nfant son was | ess than a year old, d oucester ruled as Protector of
Engl and. d oucester was one of the great patrons of the literary arts
in England during the fifteenth century; he also had a deep interest in
Italian literature, and sponsored transl ations of many Continenta
wor ks into English.?¢ Lydgate received a substantial share of these
commi ssions. According to Jennifer Sumit, interaction between Lydgate
and Hunphrey did not end during the process of conposition. In fact, it
may be that Lydgate and his patron were nore like collaborators than
hireling and enployer. Summt’s principle exanple is the process that
shaped Lydgate’s | ongest poem The Fall of Princes:

Hunphrey not only comni ssioned the work but

actively involved hinself in its production,

| endi ng Lydgat e books to use as sources and

customordering the envoys that constitute its

nost nedi eval i zing feature. Indeed, the poem

everywhere regi sters Hunphrey’s influence, as he

repeatedly interjected hinself into the witing

process and apparently kept constant check on

its progress, playing the role | ess of distant

patron than of collaborator. (2006, 208)
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Years in the witing, and followed by a decade of conparative
inactivity culmnating in the poet’'s death, it nmay well be that
Lydgate, and perhaps Hunphrey as well, regarded The Fall of Princes as
the crowni ng achi evenent of an illustrious career

According to a narrative first assenbled by El eanor P. Hamond
nearly a hundred years ago (1927, 174) and followed by Schirmer (1961
215-16) and Pearsall (1970, 227-30) in their book-length studies of
Lydgate, the “Letter to @ oucester” was witten as a consequence of
work on The Fall of Princes. The common thread of both Schirner’s and
Pearsall’s versions states that sonetine during the conposition of the
second book of The Fall of Princes Lydgate cane to feel either that
poverty was knocking on his door or, perhaps, that the task at hand was
| arger than he had envisioned. The upshot was sinple: he needed nore
nmoney. Schirner’s version enphasizes the |atter scenario, asserting
that “Lydgate groaned under the weight of the advice given himby his
patron and revenged hinmsel f by sending hinf (1961, 215) the “Letter to
G oucester.” Pearsall prefers the alternative version, claining that
“d oucester’s prom ses were wearing thin” (1970, 228), inplying, of
course, that d oucester was delinquent in his paynments. It nust be
enphasi zed that these versions of how the “Letter to G oucester” cane
about are highly speculative. At any rate, both scholars agree that
paynent was eventually nade. Schirnmer wites that “Duke Hunphrey was so
delighted [with the “Letter to G oucester”] that he granted the poet’s
request in a generous manner” (1961, 216). Wth the caveat that in
order to enbrace his account we nust first “accept [El eanor P.]
Hamond' s interpretation of events” (1970, 228), Pearsall repeats the

story of the genesis of Lydgate' s beggi ng poem and adds that “it
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produced i nmedi ate results” (1970, 228). The story does have a certain
| ogic, perhaps even credibility, in light of these four Iines fromthe
prol ogue to Book |1l of The Fall of Princes:

A how it is an hertli rejoisyng

To serve a prynce that list to advertise

O ther servauntis the feithful just nmenyng,

And |ist considre to guerdone ther servise. (Ill, 78-81).
We shoul d probably tenper our understanding of this story with the
know edge t hat, whoever his patrons night have been, Lydgate al ways
enj oyed the support of the church and was therefore unlikely to have
had any serious brushes with real poverty.

W have no evidence that Lydgate ever saw a copy of “The Conpl ai nt
of Chaucer to His Purse;” this is no great tragedy, since Lydgate's
poem owes practically nothing to Chaucer. The fact that Lydgate
addresses his purse is probably not enough, given the fact that, as we
shal | see, Hoccleve does the sanme thing in his poem“La Mal Regle.”
However, there are sinmilarities. Like Chaucer’s purse, for instance,
Lydgate’s is given human characteristics, is in fact transfornmed into a
human, but the simlarity between the poens pretty nuch ends there.

G ven Lydgate’s obvious and sel f-avowed debt to Chaucer, it may seemto
stretch the bounds of credibility to suggest that Lydgate conceived his
“Letter to doucester” without even a single nod to his master

however, the differences between the two poens is apparent fromthe
openi ng stanza, and it is clear that Lydgate's poemis the nore
conventi onal one.

The di fferences between Lydgate' s poem and Chaucer’s are, perhaps,

nore apparent than their simlarities. Unlike Chaucer’s poem which
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finds its focus in the parody of the courtly ballade, Lydgate's has a
nore paratactic feel, nmoving fromone conceit to the next in an
additive way. Al so, not surprisingly, Lydgate the priest’s purse is
mal e, in contrast to Chaucer’'s “lady dere” (I. 2). There is no obvious
reason why Lydgate nmade this decision, although it is probably a good
one since it avoids the entanglenents a “lady purse” would naturally

i ntroduce, which would doubtless require that some observation of the
conventions of |ove poetry be observed; this, nanifestly, is not
Lydgate’s project.

Lydgate opens with the kind of abject supplication that we will
see frequently in the discussion of Hoccl eve' s beggi ng poens in Chapter
Three, but which is present only in very nuted formin the envoy to
Chaucer’s “Conpl aint.”

Ri ht nyhty prynce, and it be your wille,

Condescende | eiser for to take,

To seen the content of this litil bille,

VWi ch whan | wot, nyn hand | felte quake. (Il. 1-4)
Here, |ike Hoccl eve, Lydgate prostrates hinself as he addresses the
poem s recipient. There is, of course, no reason to suppose that
Lydgate’s hand was actually quaki ng as he addressed Hunphrey, but if,
as we have seen Schirnmer and Pearsall claim Lydgate wote the poemin
reaction to his increased work | oad as opposed to any real need for
funds, he may indeed have approached the project with some trepidation
However, it becones clear in a few lines that Lydgate’s quaking hand
does not reflect his anxiety at supplicating the powerful Duke
Hunphrey, but his overpowering concern for the health of his purse.

I ndeed, the purse’'s condition appears to be terninal, for the poet is
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i n mourni ng weeds: “Tokne of nornyng, weryd clothys blake” (I. 5).%

Initially, we are inforned that the purse is sick

ny purs was falle in gret rerage,

Lynyng outward, his guttys wer out shake,

Qonly for lak of plate and of coinage. (Il. 6-8).
Havi ng established the poenis premi se, Lydgate noves on, in the second
stanza, to an account of his quest for help. First, he visits | eeches
and apothecaries in quest of a cure for his purse's ail nent.

| souhte | eechys for a restoratiff,

In whom | fond no consol aci oun

Appot ecaryes for a confortatiff,

Dragge nor dya was noon in Bury toun;

Bot me of his stomak was tournyd vp-so-doun

A laxatif did hymso gret outrage,

Made hym sl endre by a consunpci oun

Qonly for lak of plate and of coignage. (lI. 9-16)

In the third and fourth stanzas Lydgate continues his catal ogui ng
of cures, but noves from unsuccessful ones to those that would restore
his purse if only they were available. In doing so, he transitions from
his presentation of “human” cures -- restoratives, |axatives, and the
like -- to the sort of cures nore appropriate for a distressed purse.
In the third stanza, the coins that m ght provide succor are stranded
by ebb-ti de aboard their gol den, red-sailed ship:

Ship was ther noon, nor seilis reed of hewe,
The wynd froward to make hemther to | onde,
The flood was passyd, and sodeynly of newe,

A | owh grounde-ebbe was faste by the stronde;
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No maryneer durste take on honde,

To caste an ankir for strei htnesse of passage,

The custom skars as fol k nay vndirstonde,

Qonly for lak of plate and of coignage. (lI. 17-24)
Al'though this little narrative is of a piece with the imgery of the
poem its departure fromthe approach of the first two stanzas nmay
strike sone readers as a rather rude break in the piece s focus.
Mani festly, focus of this sort is not of any particular inportance to
Lydgate, who proceeds in the fourth stanza, in paratactic fashion, with
anot her lanmentation regarding the scarcity of restorative cash:

Ther was no tokne sent doun fromthe Tour

As any gossomer the countirpeys was liht;

A ffretyng etyk causyd his | angour

By a cotidian which heeld hym day and nyht;

Sol and Luna were clypsyd of ther |iht,

Ther was no cros, nor preent of no visage,

H's lynyng dirk, ther wer no platys briht,

Only for lak and scarsete of coignhage. (Il. 25-32)
Here we are swept off to the Tower mint, where the gossaner-|ight
count erwei ght used to wei gh precious netal neasures out no restorative
bounty. “Sol and Luna,” gold and silver, are nowhere to be found, nor
are the nonarch’s face or the cross, found, respectively, on the
obverse and reverse sides of the coin, to be found. The purse’s fever
conti nues unabat ed.

In the final two stanzas before the envoy, Lydgate agai n changes

his tactics and adopts the inagery of hunger

Harde to |ikke hony out of a marbil stoon
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For ther is nouthir Iicour nor noisture;

An ernest grote, whan it is dronke and goon

Bar geyn of marchauntys, stant in aventure. (ll. 33-36)
In the sixth stanza Lydgate “corrects” the image, stating that what his
purse needs is “nat sugre-plate” (I. 41); gold is the required cordial
In an interesting bit of conflation in the last lines of the sixth
stanza, Lydgate and his purse appear to beconme one and the sane.

Cold is a cordial, gladdest confeccioun

A-geyn etiques of oold consunpcioun,

Aurum potabile for folk ferre ronne in age,

I n quynt - essence best restauraci oun

Wth siluer plate, enprentyd with coignage. (Il. 44-48)
Is the forty-sonething Lydgate a man “ferre ronne in age,” or is this
simply another description of his purse? The suspicion that Lydgate is
referring to hinself nmay be strengthened in these lines fromthe envoy,
in which Lydgate defends the presuned brazenness of his request:

A drye tisyk makith oold men ful feynt;

Reedi est weye to renewe ther corage,

Is a fressh dragge, of no spycis neynt,

But of a briht plate, enpreentyd with coignage. (ll. 53-56)
McCracken gl osses the first line of this quotation thus: “an old nan’s
need excuses you” (Lydgate 1911, 667).

As in Chaucer’s “Conplaint,” the poemis envoy invites us to step

back fromthe performance and consider its original notivation
al t hough Lydgate does not use this nethod to address his patron
directly; instead, he addresses the poem

O seely bille, why art thu nat ashanyd,
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So mal apertly to shewe out thy constreynt?

But pouert hath so nyh thy tonne attamnyd

That nichil habet is cause of thy conpleynt. (Il. 49-52)
The poeni s unabashed presentation of its nessage is carried on to the
second and final stanza of the envoy, providing an answer to its
initial question:

Thu mayst afferme, as for thyn excus,

Thy bareyn soyl is sool and solitarye;

O cros nor pyl ther is no reclus,

Preent nor inmpressioun in al thy seyntuarye. (ll. 57-60)
In straightforward fashion, and without flattering his patron in the
rat her neasured way adopted by Chaucer, Lydgate uses the envoy and this
central conceit to restate his request. The success or failure of the
poem nust rest on its clever artistry rather than on any overtly
sycophanti c appeal for |argess.

The di fferences between Chaucer’s poem and Lydgate’s are hardly
surprising; nost can be explained by the differences in social status
bet ween Chaucer and Lydgate or by the differences between their
respective addressees. As a nenber of Richard s court, and as one who
was presunmably on his way to beconing a fixture in Henry's, Chaucer
woul d naturally have been associated with the cult of chivalry that
prevailed during the reign of Edward |11l and which was continued in
Richard 11’s, although without the enphasis on real-life warfare that
characterized Edward’'s practice (Jones 2003, 10). Thus, it is not
surprising that Chaucer subnmitted to Henry a seenmingly effortless
parody of courtly |love. Lydgate, on the other hand, represented the

church. Although it would certainly be incorrect to suggest that the
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wi de-rangi ng Lydgate never adopted a courtly stance, 2 the approach he
adopted in the “Letter to 3 oucester” is arguably the one we m ght nore
natural ly expect froma priest steering clear of the potentially
conprom sing concerns of courtly poetry, depending as it does on
Lydgat e’ s apparent know edge of the apothecary’ s practice and on the
skillful and clever managi ng of seenmingly unrelated conceits like the
stranded ship and the Tower M nt, both of which contain stocks of
(unavailable) coins. It is inportant to remenber as well the character
of Lydgate's patron, Hunphrey, whose own considerable | earning and | ove
of knowl edge neke Lydgate’s choice of approach seema very natural one.
As we have seen in Lydgate’s case, and as we shall see again in
our study of Hoccl eve, the so-called “Chaucerian” poets cannot
justifiably be represented as slavish inmtators of Chaucer, although
they certainly participate enthusiastically in the vernacular tradition
that they see as having begun with Chaucer. Aside fromthis insight
into the functioning of poetic tradition in the late fourteenth and
early fifteenth centuries, we have also acquired a greater insight into
how | at e- medi eval poets use their poens to beg. OF course, since our
resources are nore plentiful in the cases of Chaucer and Lydgate than
inthe Ad English tradition, we can say a great deal nore about how
beggi ng poens cane to be witten and disseninated. In particular, we
have gai ned insight into how poetic transactions were handled in two
prom nent nedieval mlieux, the court and the church. Now, with our
i nvestigation of Hoccl eve's beggi ng poens, we shall see how beggi ng was

handled in a third mlieu, that of the secular clerk



CHAPTER THREE

HOCCLEVE: CONVENTI ON AND | NVENTI ON

Hoccl eve nmay be the nost versatile of the nedi eval English begging
poets whose work has survived, based on the avail abl e manuscri pt
remains. Not only did Hoccleve, as nearly as we can deternmine, wite
nmor e beggi ng poens than Chaucer, Lydgate, or any other nedi eval English
poet whom we know by nane; he also explored the genre nost thoroughly.
Li ke all of the other poets we have di scussed, Hoccleve hung his
begging lyrics on the franework of the rel ationship between patron and
petitioner. Style as well as content are affected. Since he wote
beggi ng poens for a wide variety of patrons, his utilization of the
| anguage of station, of formal respect versus familiarity, is equally
varied. Hs patrons include illustrious figures, such as Henry V and
the Lord Chancellor, as well as |esser ones |ike Master John Carpenter
and Henry Soner. Hoccleve, as we shall see, played his ganme very
astutely and, as the historical evidence reveals, successfully. As is
the case with Chaucer, it is difficult to determ ne exactly how popul ar
Hoccl eve might have been in his own tinme, although the nunber of extant
copi es of The Regi ment of Princes suggests that he enjoyed a certain

anount of popularity in circles where books were passed around and read.
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In an effort to get at the nature of Hoccleve's very original
even perhaps unique, art, it is necessary to approach the task fromthe
standpoint of history as well as of literature. Thus, we w || consider
not only the salient details of Hoccleve's life, but his literary
afterlife as well, the process by which he has been transformed froma
historical footnote to a serious and and even respected poetic talent.
Also, in order to gain a nore thorough understandi ng of Hoccl eve's
enpl oynent of the petitionary node we will briefly consider two of his
nost i nportant poens, The Regi nent of Princes and “La Male Regle de T.
Hoccl eve.” Having acconplished these tasks, we can then take a | ook at
the four begging poens that are the focus of our study.

In nodern times, Hoccleve' s reputation has been decidedly |ess
flattering than it apparently was in his own day. Even by the standards
of his first and nost inportant editor, he was a failure as a poet.
From t he begi nni ngs of nodern Hoccleve criticism which was born in the
| ate nineteenth century when the first conplete editions of his work
were published, until well into the twentieth century Hoccl eve’s verse
has been given short shrift by a substantial majority of critics.
Ironically, the same scholars who have reviled his work nevert hel ess
eagerly read it on account of the insights it provides into the
experiences of a fifteenth-century bureaucrat.! Although the | ack of
appreci ation has been, belatedly, corrected, even the schol ars who
changed the way we | ook at Hoccl eve’s poetry have shown a deci ded
tendency toward di scussing his personal and professional life in
preference to his poetic achievenent. This tendency arises not from any
particular wealth of material regarding the poet’s life, although a

significant anount of confirm ng evidence does exist, but fromthe fact
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that Hoccleve dwells on the details of his own life nore frankly and at
greater length than perhaps any other nedieval English poet. He left us
a significant anmount of vivid, often noving verse that reveals not only
the nost private elenents of his personal |ife but also the stresses
associated with his work in the Ofice of the Privy Seal. These
materials are the stuff of what could be |oosely ternmed Hoccl eve’s
“verse autobi ography,” an oeuvre consisting of poetic fornms ranging
fromthe confessional to the lament to the “advice to princes” or

Fir st enspi egel genre exenplified in his best-known work, The Regi nent
of Princes, to the beggi ng poem of which he conposed several.?

Hoccl eve is the nost thoroughly practiced of our beggi ng poets. As
Robert J. Meyer-Lee puts it, in a bit of understatenment, “a nunber of
critics have called attention to the centrality of the petitionary form
in the production of his literary persona” (2001, 174). Reading through
the two sl ender vol unes that house Hoccl eve's work today, one cannot
hel p but be struck by the naggi ng persistence of his requests for
conmpensation and conpl ai nts about inpending poverty, as well as by the
sheer size of the canvas on which he often paints. The prol ogue to The
Regi ment of Princes, for exanple, is a highly devel oped and beautifully
realized begging “epic” that runs in excess of two thousand lines; the
prologue is witten in the formof a dialogue between Hoccl eve hinsel f
and an anci ent beggar. Although, because of its length and nobst obvious
generic affinities, the prol ogue does not fit our working definition of
a begging poem it quite obviously begs and is thus relevant to an
under st andi ng of Hoccl eve's poetic persona and of the personal concerns
that manifestly often led himto wite in the first place. Likew se

the shorter poem“La Male Regle de T. Hoccl eve” provides vivid glinpses
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of Hoccleve's daily life, opinions, and work; the opening and
concl udi ng sections of this poemconprise a request for conpensation
It is clear that we nust speak of Hoccleve not only as a witer of
poens that beg but, followi ng Meyer-Lee, as a witer who had a distinct
predilection for what we mght termthe “petitionary node,” the use of
begging in the service of a larger project (2007, 88-123).

Hoccl eve was born in 1366, or possibly 1367, the year of Richard
I1"s birth; went to work at the Privy Seal around 1387; and died in
1426, el even years after Henry V' s nuch-lauded victory over the French
at Agincourt and four years after the king’s death. As we can see, sone
of the nobst shattering events in England s history occurred while he
was alive and witing: the usurpation of the throne by Henry IV, which
was di scussed in detail in Chapter Two, Henry V' s victorious interlude,
and the decline into civil war that foll owed.? Hoccl eve was an astute
student of his tines, and utilized events to his advantage. |In part
because of the controversy surrounding Henry |V s usurpation of the
English throne at the end of the fourteenth century, a controversy that
continued well into the fifteenth century, poetry took on an even nore
important political role than it had had in the past.#4 Hoccl eve saw his
opportunity and threwin his lot with Henry. He wote a poemcritica
of Sir John A dcastle, a Lollard knight, in support of Henry's program
of religious orthodoxy, and The Regi nent of Princes displays
unambi guously pro-Lancastrian prejudices.>

Hoccl eve’ s hard-won and nuch-bel ated reputation as an original and
i mportant poet reflects, in part, the fact that the literary product of
fifteenth-century England has not enjoyed the sane allure as its

politics and warfare. Indeed, fifteenth-century English poetry has
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often been criticized for being deficient in quality, interest, and
intellect. Since before the time of the scholar, fantasist, and
religious pundit C. S. Lewis, who fanously derided nedieval English
literature in general,® a reputation for what anopunts al nobst to
feckl essness has attached itself to poets |like Lydgate and Hoccl eve.
Lydgate, as we saw in Chapter Two, has frequently been viewed as a poet
whose verbal abundance serves nmerely to construct a flinsy gilt
edi fice. Hoccleve has suffered at |east as much, having been
characterized as everything froma sycophantic proponent of the status
quo to a bunbling, inept poet whose work is awash in febrile attenpts
to excuse or negate his excesses. Al nost every aspect of his work and
life, fromhis versification to his intellectual preoccupations to his
personal behavior, has at one tinme or another been seen as at |east
deficient, at best deserving of preservation only as an inartistic
artefact of an intellectually challenged age that nmercifully, finally,
gave way to the riches of the Renaissance. Even F. J. Furnivall, who
produced the first conmplete edition of Hoccleve for his Early English
Text Society in 1892, found Hoccl eve lacking in the sort of “manly”
characteristics an Edwardi an gentl enman night naturally wi sh to discover
in him?7 Li ke the numerous schol ars who have followed his |ead,
Furnival |l val ued Hoccl eve far nore for the wealth of historica
material he provided than for the quality of his art, although he does
remark that Hoccleve's “chief merit... is that he was the honourer and
pupil of Chaucer” (XXxX).

Furnivall is renenbered as one of the nost tal ented and productive
of the many tal ented and productive i ndependent schol ars who devoted

their energies to the popularization and preservation of nedi eval and
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Renai ssance literature during the latter half of the nineteenth
century, and his views have had a persistent influence.® He was the
founding editor of the Early English Text Society, whose series of
scholarly editions of early literature remains one of the nost
i mportant contributions to nmedi eval studies ever undertaken, wth
editions still appearing regularly. Perhaps the nost remarkabl e aspect
of Furnivall’s long scholarly life is that nost of his work was done
with neither renmuneration nor acadenic affiliation. Furnivall, like so
many schol ars who foll owed him seized upon Hoccleve the nan quite a
bit nore enthusiastically than Hoccl eve the poet. For the robust and
out goi ng Furnivall, Hoccleve, often sonber, often conpl aini ng, becamne
sonet hing of a preoccupation. The majority of the forty-four pages of
prefatory notes to his edition of Hoccleve's so-called mnor poens is
devoted to the facts of Hoccleve's life: his famusly m sspent yout h,
his long and productive enploynent at the Office of the Privy Seal, his
annuity, and his evident struggle to maintain his nental stability,
whi ch may have degenerated into insanity, at |east tenporarily.
Furnival |l addresses nany points that have garnered nore or |ess
attention fromother critics over the years, and he is not afraid to
proceed in a provocative if often highly imaginative way. Exploring the
subj ect of Hoccleve's putative relationship with Chaucer, for instance,
Furnivall quotes this stanza from The Regi nent of Princes:

O nmuister deere, and fadir reuerent!

M mai ster Chaucer, flour of el oquence,

M rour of fructuous entendenent,

O vni uersel fadir in science!

Al l as! pat pou thyn excellent prudence,



128

In pi bed nortel mghtist naght by-qwethe;

What eiled deth? allas! Wiy wold he sle the? (I1. 1961-67)
Furnivall, that bold if occasionally haphazard scholar, wites of these
lines, “I think we may fairly conclude... that Hoccleve was either with
Chaucer when he died, or saw himon his ‘bed nortel’ just before his
deat h” (xxxi). Few presentday Hoccl eve schol ars woul d hazard an
assertion as definitive as this one on such thin evidence,?® especially
given the fact that only two stanzas further on Hoccl eve benpans, in
simlarly |laudatory words, the death of one of Chaucer’s npbst promn nent
contenporaries, John Gower.1 On the other hand, few would deny that
some of Furnivall’s key conclusions and their own coincide in
significant ways; in particular, Furnivall’s |ow opinion of Hoccleve's
poetic gift has persisted.

Mal col m Ri chardson has stated that “anong other things, the
unfortunate poet Thonmas Hoccleve is that nobst characteristic nodern
literary figure, the little man who tries unsuccessfully to nmaneuver in
a bureaucracy designed to crush hini (1986, 313). Richardson goes on to
supply a definition, one of many extant, of what has | ong been a crux
of Hoccl eve schol arship. “Wile Hoccleve's poetry is alnost certainly
not as feeble as F. J. Furnivall |ed several generations to believe,”
he wites, “we assuredly read Hoccl eve chiefly for the autobiographica
details he so carefully includes” (1986, 313). In a sinmlar vein, Alain
Renoir has witten that Hoccl eve

devotes so nmuch attention to current events and
to his own grievances [in the prologue to The
Regi nrent of Princes] that he neglects these

theoretical aspects of the conduct of rulers
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whi ch ni ght have appeal ed to the Renai ssance. |t

is probably for this reason that his work was

never printed until the nineteenth century and

that its popularity died with its author. (1967

136)
Despite the harshness of his judgment, Renoir’s identification of
Hoccl eve’s “grievances” as “his own” betrays the assunption that
Hoccl eve’ s depiction of hinmself is a factual, perhaps even unadorned
one. This assunption -- and its denial -- is another defining el enent
of much Hoccleve criticism as we shall see.

Stephen Medcalf is nore optimistic than Richardson and Renoir in
hi s assessnent of Hoccleve's poetry and of fifteenth-century English
poetry in general. He is of the opinion that “sonme sort of assurance in
handl i ng synbolismand all egory does wane” (1981, 41) by the tine of
Hoccl eve’'s career. However, in place of this “assurance” “cones
sonet hing striking that is to do with the author’s presence in his
wor ks” (1981, 40-41). Wiile earlier poets |ike Chaucer, Langland, and
Gower

are present in their works for the nost part
obliquely or conmically, idealized or

al l egorized: the self not felt as flow ng out,
but seen as fromoutside.... Thomas Hoccl eve,

Mar gery Kenpe, James | of Scotland, John Audel ay
and even those who add to the cycle plays in
this age seem nuch nore present in their own

sel ves and enotions. (1981, 42)

There has been fairly general agreenent that Hoccleve's presence in his
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poetry is of a nore well-defined or “realistic” sort -- “warts and

all,” as the saying goes -- than the conparatively oblique and
conventi onal appearances of Chaucer or Langland in their own respective
wor ks.

It is tenpting to credit Hoccleve with a break with tradition. His
apparent reliance on the circunstances of his owmn life in matters of
formand subject matter seens to partake of the personalized,
confessional register that we associate with literature of a later
time. We nust not forget, however, that it is a commonplace that the
wor k of nedieval poets is very conventional and pragnmatic in nature.
The denmands of nedi eval patronage gave rise to a poetry that was
witten to order and often didactic, and even poetry that was witten
for sale rather than purchased in advance partakes of these qualities,
as is apparently true in the case of at |east one of Hoccleve' s poens,
The Regi nent of Princes (Knapp 2001, 80-81). To a culture steeped in
conparatively personal, even confessional literature, as our own has
been for the larger part of the past two hundred years and nore,
nmedi eval literature may seem nore enlivened by individualismthan it
did to its contenporary audi ence. The sort of unifying persona or
organi zing intelligence that we may perceive in works such as Piers
Pl owran or Troilus and Criseyde, that nore or |ess vague inpression of
a resident intelligence that we identify as Langl and or Chaucer, or
perhaps their shades, is resoundingly apparent in Hoccleve's work. His
presence is not a nmere sensibility but a character with a biography.
Medcal f argues that in the work of poets |ike Hoccleve we can discern
the first stirrings of the personalized, confessional literature that

we associate with works fromthe Renai ssance onward. !t Characterizations



131

such as this, which stand upon the unsteady and often suspect ground of
our assunptions regarding literary evolution, lend a definite cachet to
Hoccl eve studies: our subject is transformed froma | ess-than-first-
rate poet and mnor governnent functionary into a soldier in the
vanguard of England's literary future. Whether this judgment is valid
in whole or in part will not be pursued, but we can say with assurance
that, however resonant Hoccleve's work may be for us on a nore

subj ective level, he is a poet governed by nedieval literary
conventions, one of which is that the poet’s life may be reconstructed
or witten fromscratch in order to conformto those conventi ons.
Clearly, caution is required.

The efforts of long-tinme students of Hoccl eve such as Jerone
Mtchell and J. A Burrow, who were anong the first to recognize in
Hoccl eve a unique and innovative talent, have provided a seedbed for
recent reappraisals.’2 Not only has the volunme of scholarship increased,
but the very way we | ook at Hoccl eve has al so, not surprisingly,
changed. He has been transformed from Furnivall’s bunbling, harried
beggar into a master of policy both poetic and political, as well as an
astute recorder of bureaucratic life in fifteenth-century England. How
did this change in perceptions cone about? Historian Norman F. Cantor
suggests quite plausibly that scholars of every age have enbraced
subjects that they could use as a lens through which to view their own
times nore clearly; the sociopolitical disintegration that plagued
CGermany following Wrld War |, for instance, pronpted a vi gorous
interest in the German heroic age and a longing for the strong
| eadershi p denonstrated by its | eading characters, a preoccupation

whose ultimate results are famliar to us all (1991, 1). Could sone
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sim |l ar phenonmenon be responsible for the blossom ng of Hoccl eve

schol arshi p? Hoccl eve, as we shall see, was a mnor functionary who
lived in an age of burgeoni ng bureaucracy. Today we live in a world
shaped by bureaucracy as well, the effects of which have been a subject
of interest since long before the appearance of WlliamH Wyte's
defining 1956 study, The Organi zation Man. Hoccleve's |ife and

enpl oynent, which are an indi spensable part of of his poetic materials,
are vividly fam liar and believable to us. He was an ordi nary nan whose
life was defined, in a nore than incidental way, by where he worked and
lived. Although it nmay be tenpting to establish our own, nodern bond

wi th Hoccl eve, such a step cannot be taken w thout first acknow edgi ng
that, however fam liar the details of his life may appear to be,

specul ation about those putative facts has fuel ed studies since the
days of Furnivall.

Ironically, perhaps, in view of his manifestly m serable
reputation in the centuries follow ng his death, Hoccl eve achieved
consi derabl e success as a poet during his lifetine. Forty-three copies
of his nost popular work, The Regi nent of Princes, have survived, a
| arge nunber by any neasure and nore than enough to establish the
poemi s wi de popularity (Knapp 2001, 78n2; Perkins 2001, 1-2). However,
between the end of the fifteenth century and the appearance of
Furnivall’s editions in the late nineteenth, references to his work are
i nfrequent (Mtchell 1968, Appendix), although a collection of sone of
the short poens was conpiled by G Mason in 1796, and in 1860 T. Wi ght
produced the first scholarly edition of The Reginment of Princes (J. A
Burrow 1994, 242). It was not until 1892, when Furnivall’s editions

were published, that Hoccl eve schol arship began its slow growth into an
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i ndustry. |ndispensable textual and manuscript work, which concentrated
on both the texts of Hoccleve's poens and the scattering of records
pertaining to his life, paved the way for scholarly criticismof the
poetry itself (Mtchell 1968, Appendix). A steady trickle of studies
gradual |y established Hoccleve as a talent worthy of attention
Regrettably, the trickle remained just that, with Jerome Mtchell’s
1968 vol une the only book-1ength study extant until 2001, when Ethan
Knapp’ s very substantial and nuch-needed reappraisal, The Bureaucratic
Muse, appeared, with its eclectic analysis of, anong other things, the
role of the penitential and petitionary nodes (2001, 36ff.). Knapp's
publication was actually the culmnation of a decade or nore of
ent husi astic and often inspired work by a wide variety of scholars. As
a result of these new studies, Hoccleve has been established as a
fascinating if “slippery” autobiographer and literary geneal ogi st, as
well as a master of literary voice-throwi ng and genre nani pul ati on. 13
In nearly all studies, however, Hoccleve's life and opinions and
their recital in his poetry are of central interest. Indeed, the
majority of witers on Hoccl eve have given voice to a preoccupation
with the “life” of Hoccleve in virtual preference to the poetry, as we
saw in the cases of Furnivall and Richardson. The essentia
i nconpl et eness of such assessnents is self-evident: poetry is not an
especially faithful record of history and provides a notoriously
i npressionistic record of beliefs and opinions. However, tinme and again
Hoccleve's life is the focus of his poetry; he uses it as an
expl anatory or bal ancing device as well as to convey the circunstances
and obj ectives attendant upon the poens’ conposition. The fanous “Ml

Regle de T. Hoccleve,” for instance, devotes the majority of its 448
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lines to a recounting of the poet’s nisspent youth (adnittedly a
sinplification of the poem s adroit and conpl ex maneuverings, which we
shal | discuss in nore detail later). In the | engthy Regi nent of Princes
Hoccl eve prefaces his advice to Prince Hal with a prol ogue that
consunes fully a third of the work’s total bulk, tracing a dialog

bet ween Hoccl eve in propria persona and an aged al msnman; Hoccl eve
becones a de facto character in his owm fiction. Finally, in the so-
called Series, the capstone to Hoccleve's long career as a poet, he
uses an account of his battle with mental instability and his ensuing
conversation with a concerned friend to introduce and unify the stories
and noralizations that follow Utimtely, it nmay be nost useful to
consi der the sort of autobiography that Hoccl eve practiced as not of a
single kind and in only a few instances akin to the limted,
stereotypi cal conceptualization of autobiography as recoll ection or
mere recounting of facts.

The skill with which Hoccl eve depicts the details of his life,
however, is not the only reason for the lively scholarly interest in
hi s bi ography. Aside fromthe various official docunents pertaining to
Hoccl eve that | have already nentioned, npost of them concerned wth
financial matters, a nunber of manuscripts in the poet’s hand are
extant, including copies both of his own works and those of Chaucer
CGower, and others (Perkins 2001, 157, 164). But even if none of these
sources existed, we would still know a good deal about the bare facts
of Hoccl eve’s existence sinply because he worked in the Ofice of the
Privy Seal of England for sone forty years in the late fourteenth and
early fifteenth centuries. The Privy Seal was the office in which

official state docunents were produced: summpbnses, warrants, and,
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especially, letters (Brown 1971, 260-61). The O fice was not in the

hi ghest tier of England s administrative hierarchy since it obviously
was subservient to those entities that depended upon it for a steady
flow of docunents, such as the offices of Chancery and Exchequer, as
well as the king himself (J. A Burrow 1994, 191). However, clerks in
the Ofice of the Privy Seal were nore apt than many anot her nenber of
the English bureaucracy to enjoy secure and lifelong enpl oynent (Brown
1971, 265). Hoccleve's own case is instructive. Over the course of his
forty years at the Ofice of the Privy Seal, the English crown passed
fromRichard Il to Henry 1V, who deposed Richard in a sequence of
events whose repercussions were being felt a century and nore | ater

and thence to Henry V, whose own troubl esone accession was redeened two
years afterward by his spectacularly lucky -- sone, including Henry,
said miraculous -- victory over the French at Agincourt. During this
peri od, Hoccl eve enjoyed ever-increasing annuities and financial favors
fromhis superiors, with virtually no interruption in his enpl oynent

(J. A Burrow 1994, 197-99). The position was, in nore ways than one, a
plum Over and above the rather phenonenal job security, clerks of the
Privy Seal were often conmmi ssioned to acconpany the king and his

reti nue on those diplomatic errands requiring the presence of the Seal
just one of many opportunities a clerk would have had to nake the
acquai ntance of men of wealth and power (J. A Burrow 1994, 194-95;
Brown 1971, 265). Such highly successful men provided opportunities for
tenporary work, paid as well as unpaid (with the inplication of future
paynment or prefernent held in abeyance), and they al so enjoyed
reputations as patrons of the arts, a fact that Hoccl eve nay have

capitalized upon.
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Al t hough the clerks of the Privy Seal may not have lived in the
upper stratosphere of English bureaucratic life, it is clear that they
enj oyed consi derabl e esteem and quite sufficient renuneration for their
efforts. Cerks were usually commopners. Mst were not university
graduates, and in fact those who had degrees were generally passing
through the Ofice of the Privy Seal on their way to even better
things. Literacy was a requirenent, of course, as well as know edge of
Latin and French, the languages in which the bul k of docunents were
conposed, even in Hoccleve' s day, when the Lancastrian kings worked to
establish English as the tongue of record. Many of the clerks had
pursued their educations, |ike Hoccleve, in hope of perhaps eventually
bei ng granted a benefice or sonme simlar advancenent, and nore than one
of themwas. Significantly, only a few clerks were enployed by the
Ofice of the Privy Seal at any one tine. A L. Brown estinmates that
perhaps four to six experienced clerks were usually present, as well as
an equal nunber of |ess experienced clerks, who were sonetines assi gned
as trainees to the nore experienced ones (1971, 261-62). Their offices
were in Westminister, at the heart of adnministrative life, and they
were housed in a common hostel at the expense of the Keeper of the
Privy Seal .1

Thomas Hoccl eve cane to the Office of the Privy Seal in 1387,
presunmably having arrived in London sone years before fromhis putative
point of origin in Hockliffe, Bedfordshire, approximately fifty mles
nort hwest of London (J. A. Burrow 1994, 190). He was about twenty years
of age at the time of his enploynment. In The Regi nent of Princes
Hoccl eve, ever generous with the details of his life, provides an

illum nating account of what his |abors at the Privy Seal were like,
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conmparing his lot with that of other |aborers.

This artificers se | day be day,

In pe hotteste of al hir bysynesse

Tal ken and syng, and make ganme and pl ay,

And forth hir | abour passith w th gl adnesse;

But we | abour in trauaillous stilnesse;

We stowpe and stare vpon pe shepes skyn,

And keepe must our song and wordes in. (Il. 1009-15)
Sonber though this depiction may be, it is clear that Hoccleve's life
was, to an astonishing degree, shaped by his enpl oynent. For a nodern
wor ker, the effect of living in a hostel with one’s co-workers is
fairly obvious: one nust live the job night as well as day. W cannot
i nfer Hoccleve's feelings fromour own, but the record of his
enpl oynent bears out his depiction of hinmself as, at the very |least, a
dedi cated and abl e co-worker and enpl oyee, although he was very aware
of the limted power his post gave him As his poetry nakes clear, his
identity, both public and private, was that of a clerk of the Privy
Seal . In The Regi nent of Princes Hoccl eve benpans his dread of the day
when he can no |l onger go to work and nust |eave the clerks’ hostel and
retire to a “poore cote” (I. 940). Hoccl eve enphasi zes the al nost
obsessi ve extent of his concerns regarding his annuity, even going so
far as to assert that when he can no longer rely on his paynents from
the Ofice of the Privy Seal he will kill hinmself (Il. 1807-13).

Et han Knapp has noted that Hoccl eve was active as a clerk in the

O fice of the Privy Seal when the job was transitioning froma clerica
position, filled by representatives of the Church, to a secul ar one,

evi dence of the slow dimnution of the Church’s traditional nonopoly on
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literacy (2001, 20ff.). Cearly, it was necessary for the new, nore
secul ar breed of clerks to network nmore inventively than woul d have
been necessary for one who was supported by the vast hierarchy of the
Church. To that end, Hoccl eve devel oped and narketed his very
distinctive poetic talent, transformng his |life experiences as he
forced theminto conventional forms illum nated and enlivened by a
variety of distinct, and distinctly Hoccl evian, voices. Despite his
apparent success in nmarketing hinself, this |lack of what night be
terned a “safety net,” the Church as a resource to fall back upon, was,
as we shall see, the source of a considerable burden of fornulaic,
mel anchol i ¢ apprehensi on on Hoccl eve’s part.

The subject of annuities and other payments is a popular one wth
Hoccl eve, and, to the delight of both historians and students of
literature, we can tentatively date nore than one of his poens based on
the docunentary evidence of these paynents that is still available to
us. ! Hoccleve and his fellows were paid annuities rather than salaries
(Brown 1971, 265). By the tine of Henry IV s accession in 1399, records
show that Hoccleve's annuity was worth ten pounds, which was increased
to a benefice without cure of souls worth twenty pounds per annumin
1409. The allowances were paid in two installnments, at M chael mas and
Easter. As we have seen in the case of Chaucer, the installnents were
not always paid on tinme. Hoccleve fared better than nost in this
regard, but the late paynment of annuities was neverthel ess a frequent
source of poetic inspiration. O erks who were paid well but
i nfrequently were bound to seek other sources of inconme, despite
perqui sites of supplenmental renuneration at special tines of the year

such as Christmas, when fine cloth was issued for the nmaki ng of robes,
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and on special occasions such as a royal narriage or the accession of a
new nonarch. In 1401, Hoccleve applied for and received a suppl enent al
paynent for hinmself and seven others in the Privy Seal in appreciation
of the hard work they had put in since the installation of Henry IV as
nmonarch in 1399.1 Other opportunities to earn extra cash were
avail abl e, but there were obvious risks involved in a systemin which
services were often perforned on a verbal promise (Brown 1971, 269). In
the prol ogue to The Regi nent of Princes Hoccl eve describes how Privy
Seal clerks were often taken advantage of by emi ssaries of great nen
who contracted them for work, pocketing the noney thensel ves and
telling their lords that the clerks had been conpensat ed.

But a wyght haue any cause to sue

To vs, somlordes nman schal vndertake

To sue it out; & pat pat is vs due

For oure |abour, hym deynep vs nat take;

He seip, his lord to panke vs wol e he make;

It touchip hym it is a man of his;

Were pe reuers of pat, god wot, soop is.

Hs letter he takip, and forp gop his way,

And byddep vs to dowten vs no thyng,

His lord schal panken vs an oper day;

And if we han to sue to pe kyng,

H's lord may pere haue al his askyng;

We schal be sped, as fer as pat oure bille

Wl e specifie pe effecte of oure wille. (Il. 1499-1512)

It seens likely that this sort of skullduggery was the exception rather
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than the rule (Brown 1971, 269), but Hoccleve's decision to set these

I ines down nmay be another exanple of his willingness to speak out on
behal f of hinself and his coll eagues to assure that they got their due,
an interesting refutation of the deferential, retiring persona he
frequently adopts in his begging lyrics. As late paynment of annuities
becane comonpl ace under the cash-strapped Lancastrians, the extra

i ncone available in the formof these contract jobs nay have been
necessary to avoi d repeated clashes with creditors, which Hoccl eve
refers to nore than once in his begging poens, as we shall see.

Hoccl eve’s extracurricul ar | abors involved, as we have noted, the
producti on of manuscripts on conmi ssion, general scribal work, and, of
course, the witing of poetry. These |abors, paid and unpaid alike,
served to cenment a bond of service between Hoccleve and his clients,
and it seens to have been a very durable one. Hs forty years of
service at the Ofice of the Privy Seal were capped, near their end, by
Hoccl eve’s conpilation of his Formulary, a nassive conpendi um of
tenpl ates, forms, useful phrases and the like, all in French or Latin,
for the day-to-day use of the clerks. Part phrase book and part
exenpl ar, Hoccleve's Formulary has been called the best of its tinme by
A L. Brown (1971, 260), and it is evidence of the conprehensiveness of
Hoccl eve’ s understandi ng of his job. Although Hoccl eve appears never to
have ri sen above the position of an established clerk at the Privy
Seal, he clearly nade a good many friends and perfornmed a great many
services, and his |life appears to have been, overall, a confortable
one. In addition to his benefice, he was awarded a corrody, or |odging
rights, at Hayling Priory; he probably converted it into cash, which

was nore than likely the intent of its grantor (Brown 1971, 267; J. A
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Burrow 1994, 197). W know that Hoccl eve was alive in March of 1426,

but a docunent from May of the sane year grants the priory corrody to a
party named Alice Penfold and specifies that he is deceased; he was
probably fifty-nine or sixty years of age at the tinme of his death (J.
A. Burrow 1994, 217).

As we have noted, Hoccleve's own account of his life bears out
much of the independent evidence we have of his activities. In “La Mle
Regle de T. Hoccl eve” we have one of the fullest accounts of his
activities, and his recollection of wal ks through London and his
acquai ntance with those who gathered at Westm nister Gate match ot her
descriptions of the period (Mtchell 1968, 10-13). The rest of the
narrative, however, nust be accepted on faith and, perhaps
unsurprisingly, given its tone and the degree and type of detail, it
usual l'y is.1” Hoccl eve adopts his nbst personabl e and confiding voice
and gui des us through the m sspent days of his past, recalling his
debauches in the taverns, his pleasure at being terned a gentl eman by
those who benefitted fromhis drunken | argess, his acceptance of a kiss
fromthe girls but no nore on account of his nodesty. The purpose of
the poem however, does not appear to be to recount these details of
Hoccl eve's |ife except insofar as they serve the | arger purpose of
presenting his petition to Lord Fourneval for paynent of overdue funds,
a petition prepared for by the poenis opening invocation to the goddess
Health with its woeful depiction of the health of both Hoccleve and his
purse, and fulfilled by the closing address to Lord Fourneval. The
mention of Lord Fourneval, along with a note appended to the Huntington
manuscri pt by Hoccl eve, have been used to date the poemto the early

years of the fifteenth century, probably between |ate 1404 and early
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1407 (J. A Burrow 1994, 201-02).

Al'l in all, the scenes Hoccl eve depicts are not unusual ones,
either inlife or inthe literature of the fifteenth-century, in
Engl and and el sewhere. As J. A Burrow has noted in regard to this
conventionality, the whole formand content of “La Mal e Regle” appears
to be based upon French forns of the period, as exenplified, for
i nstance, by the poetry of Eustache Deschanps, w th which Hoccl eve was
probably famliar (1997, 45-46). Eva A. Thornley (1967) also argues for
the conventionality of the poem but treats it as a parody of the
penitential lyric. In her view, Hoccleve neatly inverts the custonmary
formby presenting hinself as a character scarcely worthy of indul gence
as a penitent. Mre recently, Penelope B. R Doob has generalized
Thornley’s argunents to present Hoccl eve al nost exclusively as a poet
of convention and warns that to accept any of his accounts as
aut obi ographi cal would be to overstep evidentiary boundaries in an
unnecessary and incautious way (1974, 213, 226). Wen we contrast the
argunents of Doob with the approach of Furnivall, who practically
i gnored the petitionary aspect of the poem and focused on the
aut obi ographi cal and historical information Hoccl eve provides, we
illumnate a central crux in our understandi ng of Hoccl eve as
aut obi ogr apher.

One of the nost inportant treatnents to date of Hoccleve as
aut obi ographer is J. A Burrow s 1982 Sir Israel Gollancz Menori al
Lecture to the British Acadeny, |ater published as “Autobi ographica
Poetry in the Mddl e Ages: The Case of Thonas Hoccl eve.” Burrow
acknow edges that Hoccleve is a very conventional poet, one who is well

aware of the popular fornms of his day: the ballade, the mirror for
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princes or Firstenspiegel, the conplaint, and, of course, the begging
poem He practices these forns with skill and talent, and actively
pl aces hinmself in the pantheon of English poets, although his nopdesty,
conventional or not, forces himto claima spot only in the outer
sphere, far fromthe splendor of his idol, Chaucer, an act of what
Burrow ternms “sel f-depreciation” that “is itself enminently Chaucerian”
(1982, 387). In his nost powerful work Hoccleve weds this manifestly
sel f-conscious artistry to a disarming, alnost inprovisationa
presentation of hinself; as Burrow notes, “there are sone cases,
Hoccl eve’s included, where interest in the poetry is actually
i nseparable frominterest in the man” (1982, 390). But how accurate are
these scattered fragnments of Hoccl eve’ s autobi ography? As we have seen
there is anpl e docunentary evidence to support many of the details
Hoccl eve provides, annuities and their anounts and dates of paynent,
when past due, and so forth. But what about the vivid personality that
shows through in the verse? Is this Thonmas Hoccl eve’'s strai ghtforward
attenpt to give an account of hinself, or a nedieval stock character?
The pol arization illustrated by the critical differences of opinion
concerni ng Hoccl eve’s two seem ngly di sparate preoccupations, the life
he lived and the one he wote about, noves Burrowto wite with sone
passion of a msperception that he dubs the “conventional fallacy.”

Victins of the [conventional fallacy] conbine a

| earned and sophi sticated awareness of literary

convention with an apparently naive and

reductive notion of what real life is like -

naive and reductive, because they talk as if

non-literary experience were not itself shaped
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by conventions. O course, everyone knows that

it is; but the know edge seens to desert

nedi eval i sts when they argue that the

conventional character of a text proves that it

has no aut obi ographi cal content. (Burrow s

italics) (1982, 394)
Burrow suggests that it is possible for us to have our cake and eat it
too. Fromthis point of view, the persona that shapes Hoccl eve' s poens
is not “the purely literary, dramatic, or fictive utterances of the
aut horial persona, the ‘I of the poem’ the narrator, and so on” (1982,
395); it is Hoccleve hinmself, or at |east some nore or |ess shadowy
part of him

In nmy view, Burrow s argunments are convincing. By adopting his

interpretation, we are in fact adopting the vi ewpoint of recent
Hoccl eve schol ars, who assune the presence of the “real” Hoccl eve,
tenpered by convention, in the poens, fromthe begging lyrics to “Le
Mal e Regle” to the Reginent and, especially, the Series. \Whatever
conventions the poens nmay enbody or violate, the sonetinmes uneasy
coexi stence of Hoccleve the poet and Hoccl eve the character usually
becones the topic of conversation. For instance, Robert J. Myer-Lee
observes that critics such as Knapp have “sought to | ocate” Hoccl eve's
“proleptically postnodern self-representation in the confluence of
literary precedent and the demands of his Lancastrian historica
monent” (2001, 174). Meyer-Lee |l ocates one pathway to resolution in
“the centrality of the petitionary formin the production of his
literary persona” (2001, 174). Utinmately, however, it is Hoccleve

hi nsel f who becones the center of attention as Meyer-Lee charts “the



145

hypot heti cal contours of Hoccleve' s consciousness” (2001, 175).

Al t hough a project to establish the veracity of nore than a tiny
fraction of Hoccl eve' s autobi ographi cal passages would surely verge on
the quixotic, the denonstrated power of those passages to claimthe
close attention of readers deserves conment. \What evidence is there
t hat the autobi ographi cal passages are “accurate”? The “evidence”
provi ded by Hoccl eve's references to his tenporary madness in “The
Conpl ai nt of Thomas Hoccl eve,” for instance, has proven especially
convincing. One may find Hoccl eve’'s exposition of his struggle with
mental instability so heartfelt and plainly and realistically
delineated that to dismss it as “nmere” convention is a repugnant
proposition. This belief in no way precludes, as Burrow notes, the very
obvi ous enpl oynent of conventions, whether those pertaining to the
penitential lyric, the begging poem or sone other form However, the
ef fecti veness of nuch of Hoccleve's poetry, his petitions for
conpensation and relief in particular, seens to be achieved by the
realization on the part of friends and patrons that it is not some
fictive persona speaking but Thomas Hoccl eve, indigent and in dire need
of succor. Hoccl eve, who eventually married when he realized that his
ambitions in regard to the Church were never to be realized, knew that
in order to support hinself he needed contacts, acquai ntances, and
patrons, people who woul d renenber himwhen there were jobs to be done.
To this end, he substitutes hinmself in place of a purely conventiona
persona, using the details of his own life easily and naturally where
more or less trite formulas m ght have served a | ess venturesone poet.
A nore conventional characterization such as Langland’s @oton in Piers

Pl owran (I1. 304-91), though certainly remarkable enough in its own
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right, serves to illustrate just how effectively the wastrel of “La
Mal e Regl e” transcends convention. Hoccleve wites of hinself with
sel f-deprecating hunor, portraying hinself as a hanger-on m staken for
a gentl enan.

VWere was a gretter maister eek than vy,

O bet agweyntid at Westnynstre yate,

Among t he tauerneres nanely,

And Cookes whan | cameerly or |ate?

| pynchid nat at hemin nyn acate,

But pai ede hem as pat they axe wol de;

VWerfore | was the wel conere al gate,

And for ‘a verray gentil man’ y-holde. (Il. 177-84)
Burrow wites that “Hoccleve entirely |lacked his master Chaucer’s
ability to speak in voices other than his own.... This poet’'s skills
lay... in the articulation of his own voice” (1982, 402).

Burrow identifies three main “rol es” adopted by Hoccl eve: “the
good citizen, the friend or colleague, and (nost inportant) the
dependant or petitioner” (1982, 403), each of which we shall see again
when we exam ne the begging lyrics. Hoccleve the good citizen is a
dogged affirmer of the status quo in all regards, a stance that nmay
i ndicate his own point of view, but is nore likely a deliberate ploy to
curry the (continued) patronage and favor of the House of Lancaster and
its supporters. His outcries against Lollardy are a vivid exanple of
Good Citizen Hoccl eve’'s concerns. The Lancastrian kings were, we know,
strong supporters of religious orthodoxy. In the years before the
accession of Henry IV, conparatively little attention was paid to the

phenonenon of Lollardy. John Wcliffe, Lollardy’s ideological founder
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and an associate of no |l ess a personage than John of Gaunt, spoke in
the Parlianment, and nmen involved in the highest circles of the
governnent openly expressed Lollard beliefs (MacFarl ane 1952). This was
not to be the case during the reigns of Henry IV and his firstborn son
In The Regi ment of Princes, witten in 1410 or 1411, during the fina
years of Henry IV s rule, Hoccleve wites with grisly satisfaction of
the burning of the heretic John Badby (Il. 281-87), and in his “Address
to Sir John O dcastle, 1415” he rolls out argunent after argunent in
defense of the Church's very existence. In a particularly intense
passage he defends the Church’s use of images.

Ri ght as a spectacle helpith feeble sighte,

Whan a man on the book redith or wit,

And causith himto see bet than he nighte,

I n which spectacle his sighte nat abit,

But gooth thurgh & on the book restith it:

The same may nen of ymages seye

Thogh the ymage nat the seint be yit

The sighte ys nyngith to the seint to preye. (I1. 417-24)
No pronouncenent could be nore orthodox. However opportunistic
Hoccl eve’ s notivati ons may have been, we have no particular reason to
doubt that he firnmly endorsed his own words. Here and el sewhere in the
poem Hoccleve refuses to conpromise in his insistence on noral
rectitude, which he unfailingly identifies with conformty to the
established rules of the “true” church, a view shared by his lord, then
Prince of Wales and later Henry V, King of England. 8

Hoccl eve the friend or colleague is nost poignantly evident in the

first two sections of the Series. The first section, “Thonas Hoccl eve’s
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Conpl ai nt,” describes Hoccl eve’ s derangenment, poignantly revealing his
shame and sorrow at the reaction of his friends and acquai ntances to
his obvious instability, feelings which only grow when their suspicions
continue after he has recovered.

...for thowgh that ny wit were home come agayne,

men wol de it not so vnderstond or take;

with ne to deal e hadden they dysdayne;

a ryotows person | was and forsake;

nyn ol de ffrindshi pe was all ovarshake;

no wte with ne |yst nake daliance;

the worl de ne made a straunge continance,

whi ch that nyne herte sore gan tornente

for ofte whan | in westnynster halle,

and eke in | ondon anpbnge the prese wente,

| se the chere abaten and apalle

of themthat weren wonte ne for to calle

to conpanye her heed they caste a-wye,

when | themnmette as they not me sye. (Il. 64-77)
Hoccleve is a stranger in his old haunts, particularly the Ofice of
the Privy Seal at Westminister, a reference that harkens back to his
hunorous reference to his enploynent at Westninister in “La Ml e
Regle.” Sure that he has recovered fromhis illness, he stands in front
of the mirror practicing what we night term “expressions supporting a
di agnosi s of sanity” to ward off presunptions of madness that could be
triggered by an unguarded expression

And in ny chanber at honme when | was
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ny selfe alone I in this wse wowght:

| streight vnto ny nyrrow and ny gl as,

to | oke how that nme of my chere thowghte,

yf any other were it than it owghte;

for fayne wolde |I yf it had not be right,

amendyd it to ny kunynge and nyght. (I1. 155-61)
Al t hough the second section of the Series may be a nore overt exanple
of Hoccleve as friend or colleague, in this very powerful first section
the relationship is nore direct, for it is the reader in whom Hoccl eve
seens to confide, unburdening hinself of the anguish that has ruled his
life.

As a literary geneal ogi st, Hoccleve reflects some of the sane
concerns as Lydgate. He apostrophizes the nmenory of his “nmaister
Chaucer” with three | engthy passages in the The Regi nent of Prnces
al one, eul ogi zing his nbodel even as he deneans hinself as too dull-
witted to grasp the subtler points of the master’s | essons. W have
seen Hoccl eve's portrayal of Chaucer upon his death bed, a passage that
I ed Furnivall to conclude that Hoccleve and Chaucer were well -
acquai nted and that Hoccl eve was, no doubt, present at Chaucer’s deat h-
vigil. However, as of now, the nost that critical opinion will allowis
that, as a very young nman, Hoccleve nmay have been acquai nted, however
slightly, with Chaucer. Since Hoccleve did not begin work at the Privy
seal until 1387, it seenms highly unlikely that Hoccl eve knew Chaucer
before the | ast decade or so of Chaucer’'s life. The controversy over
how wel | Hoccl eve knew Chaucer, however, is a bit ironic in view of how
dissimlar the poens of the two nmen are. Chaucer is renenbered in |arge

part as a witer of narrative poetry. Hoccleve really only had one
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brush with narrative poetry, in the Series. W can never be too sure
exactly who Chaucer is or what sort of person he m ght have been
Hoccl eve, however, seens tangible, a being nade of flesh. It is
certainly true that Hoccleve practiced many of the sane forns as
Chaucer, such as the rhyme royal stanza and the ballade form both of
whi ch Chaucer utilized masterfully, and Mtchell believes that
Hoccl eve’s netrical practices follow Chaucer’s as well, but the same
coul d be said of any of the so-called Chaucerians, English and
Scottish, who wote in the century or so after Chaucer, Lydgate being
the nost prom nent exanple (Brewer 1966). Interestingly, Mtchell, one
of the prem er Hoccl eve scholars, posits that the autobiography in
Hoccl eve’ s work was genui ne, but discounts the notion that those
el ements concerni ng Chaucer have any veracity, suggesting instead that
they are of conventional provenance, the sort of thing that marked the
work of all the “Chaucerian” poets (1966; 1967). There is no particular
reason to suppose that Hoccl eve never net Chaucer. Although he was a
young man during the period in which his path m ght conceivably have
crossed Chaucer’s, roughly fromthe late 1380s until 1400, there is no
reason to doubt that Chaucer’s network ni ght have included, perhaps at
one or two renoves, a young clerk at the Privy Seal. It is certainly
beyond debate that both Hoccl eve and Chaucer frequently took on tasks
that put themin the presence of consortia of rich and powerful nen, so
it is reasonable to posit that they m ght have net, or at |east been in
the same conpany, on one or nobre occasions.

What ever the nature of his relationship with Chaucer m ght have
been — admiring imtator or friend — Hoccl eve dropped the great poet’s

nane in nore or |less conventional ways. Hoccleve establishes for his
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predecessor an auctoritas that is understood to transfer its substance
to those who invoke it, just as Chaucer partook of the auctoritas of
Dant e, Boccaccio, and others. It is worth nentioning that the choice of
Chaucer as artistic icon is an auspicious one; in the conventiona
view, Chaucer’s work glorifies the English tongue, and, by extension
Engl and. I n The Regi ment of Princes, Hoccleve wites of Chaucer’s death:
But weyl away! so is nyn herte wo,
That the honour of englyssh tonge is deed,

O which I wont was han consail and reed...

O deth! pou di dest naght harne singul eer

In slaghtere of him but al pis land it snertith;

But nat hel ees, yit has pou no power

His nanme sle; his hy vertu astertith

Vnsl ayn fro pe, which ay vs lyfly hertyth,

Wth bookes of his ornat endytyng,

That is to al pis land enlunynyng. (Il. 1958-60, 1968-74)
It is probably too bold to suggest that the invocation of Chaucer is a
patriotic act. However, the Reginment was witten for Prince Hal, as the
poemitself attests, and the very Englishness of Hoccleve's tribute
woul d have appeal ed to the prince, who, like his father, searched
unremttingly for nmeans by which to unite his subjects behind himand
hi s house (Seward 1987, 37-38).

Anot her very striking exanple of Hoccleve's utilization of Chaucer

is also contained in The Regiment of Princes. Near the end of the
fourteenth section of the poem whose purpose is “to trete howto a

kyng / It nedeful is to do by consail ay,” this stanza appears:
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Al - pogh his Iyfe be queynt, pe resenbl aunce

O himhap in me so fressh | yflynesse,

bat, to putte othir nen in renmenbraunce

O his persone, | haue heere his |yknesse

Do make, to pis ende in sothfastnesse,

pat pei pat haue of himlest pought & mnynde,

By pis paynture nmay ageyn himfynde. (Il. 4992-98)
Next to this passage, in BL M5 Harley 4866, reproduced in color in
Perkins’s book on the Reginent (2001, Plate 2), is a beautifully
executed mniature of Chaucer. In one hand he holds a rosary, an enbl em
associ ati ng hi m unanbi guously with the orthodox Church; with the other
he points at the passage reproduced above. Although the illustration
apparently originally appeared in a nunber of the deluxe manuscripts of
the poem it has been cut out of every copy in which it appeared except
Harl ey 4866 (Perkins 2001, 157-59). The manuscript reveals an
expressive dinension of Hoccleve's poetry that is difficult to
experience in printed editions. As John Burrow has suggested, the
rel ati onship between a reader and a handwitten manuscript is distinct
fromthat between a reader and a printed book. The “illusion” of
personal participation in the text, wites Burrow, “would have been
easier for the author and stronger for the reader at a time when books
were handwitten” (1984, 263).

In summary, Hoccl eve emerges as perhaps our nost illumn nating,
even forthright exanple of a begging poet. H's activities occur in
comparative sunlight; the workings of the machinery that connects him
to his patrons is perflectly visible, both in his poetry and in the

docunentary evi dence. Using our know edge of Hoccl eve and his
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nmet hodol ogy, we can now articul ate the confluence of autobiography and
convention that inforns his begging poens. In doing so, we shall see
that Hoccleve's work is both petition and political act, a delineation
of the nore or | ess asymmetrical relationship between the patron or
nmore exactly, the addressee, and his dedi cated agent. Before proceeding
to the begging lyrics thenselves, it will be useful to give sone

consi derati on to what has been previously referred to as the
“petitionary node” as it appears in two of Hoccleve' s nost fanous
works, “La Male Regle de T. Hoccleve” and the prologue to The Regi nent
of Princes. Having conpleted this brief analysis, we will nove on to
the short lyrics.

“La Male Regle” has long drawn the attention of historians on
account of its autobiographical elenent. A L. Brown does not nane the
poemin his discussion of Hoccleve' s poetry, but he neverthel ess
exenplifies Hoccleve’'s work with a brief recounting of the contents of
“La Male Regle.” “Hoccleve's own story,” wites Brown, “is that... for
atine [he] enjoyed a fast life, spending his noney freely, drinking in
the Paul’s Head tavern, chatting up the girls there, and so on” (1971
270). In addition to its autobiographical elenent, “La Male Regle” also
exenplifies Hoccleve's handling of the petitionary nbde. The poem opens
with an apostrophe to Health:

O precious tresor inconparable!

O ground & rote of prosperitee!

O excel l ent richesse conmendabl e
Abouen alle pat in erthe be!

Who nmay susteene thyn aduersitee?

What wi ght nay hi mauante of worldly welthe,
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But if he fully stande in grace of thee,

Eerthely god piler of lyf thow helthe? (Il. 1-8)
Agai n and agai n Hoccl eve enphasi zes the connecti on between health and
wealth, a reinforcenent of his characteristic petition for noney. In
the first four lines of the stanza al one, Hoccl eve conpares health to
wealth at least three tinmes, and hammers the point hone by using the
obvi ous “welthe/helthe” rhyme in the sixth and eighth lines as he
denies the possibility of health w thout wealth.

In the fourth stanza Hoccl eve again nmakes a direct connection
bet ween health and prosperity, although at this point the prosperity in
question is the metaphorical bounty associated with good health.

But | haue herd nmen seye | onge ago,

‘Prosperitee is blynd & see ne may':

And verifie | can wel it is so;

For | nmy self put haue it in assay.

VWhan | was weel kowde | considere it? nay!

But what nme |onged aftir nouelrie,

As yeeres yonge yernen day by day;

And now ny smert accusith ny folie. (I1. 33-40)
We will not explore the specifics of Hoccleve's youthful dissipation
whi ch we have nentioned previously in passing, but recomend themto
the interested reader. Having conpleted his recounting, Hoccleve warns
his readers

Now |l at this smert, warnynge to thee be;

And if thow mai st heere-aftir be rel eeued

O body and purs so thow gye thee

By wit pat thow no nore thus be greeued. (385-88)
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Preparing us for what is to come, Hoccleve makes specific mention of
his purse; this is not unexpected since we have seen Hoccl eve equate
health and even life with nonetary prosperity before, as, for instance,
when he tells the old alnsman in the prologue that if he becones
destitute he will commit suicide. The connection becones explicit a few
lines further on, at the end of one final address to Health:

My body and purs been at ones seeke;

And for hembothe | to thyn hy nobl esse,

As hunblely as pat | can byseeke

Wth herte vnfeyned reewe on our distresse! (Il. 409-12)
O course, Health can fix the problens created by Hoccleve’'s erstwhile
| ack of tenperance, but in order to resolve the rel ated probl em of
poverty Hoccl eve asks Health to intercede on his behalf with Lord
Furnival, that he “pat nowis tresoreer, / Fromthyn Hynesse haue a
tokne or tweye / To paie ne pat due is for this yeer” (lIl. 418-20). In
the final three lines of the poem Hoccleve once again nmakes explicit
t he i nterdependence of health and coin. “By coyn, | gete may sw ch
medecyne / As may nyn hurtes alle, pat nme greeue, / Exyle cleene &
voi de me of pyne” (1l. 446-48).

Al t hough “La Mal e Regl e” enpl oys begging as only one of a variety
of tropes, it is clear that the concluding stanzas beg, w th Hoccleve
adopting the role of petitioner. In its insistence on the connection
bet ween heal th and prosperity, the poemparallels the sanple from
Lydgate that we analyzed in the previous chapter and, less explicitly,
Chaucer’s “Conplaint” as well. In the case of Lydgate's “Letter to

d oucester,” the health of the purse itself was at issue, whereas

Hoccl eve defers personifying his purse and conpl ai ns about his own
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health instead. More inportantly, unlike Chaucer and Lydgate, Hoccleve
does not introduce a |level of indirection by representing his purse or
sonme other entity as the needy party; always, the one in need is
Hoccl eve hinself, or himself in concert with his friends and coworkers.
We can only specul ate as to why Hoccl eve opts for this approach; the
personal and artistic inperatives involved resist analysis. However,
har ki ng back to Burrow s characterization of Hoccleve as a poet who
al ways spoke in his own voice, and bearing in mnd that Hoccleve is a
central presence in nost of his best poetry, the reasons nmay becone
clearer. The result is an imediacy and intimacy that sets Hoccl eve
apart from other poets working during his lifetine.

Hoccl eve’s begging in the prologue to The Regiment of Princes is
nmore conpl ex. For one thing, whereas it is conparatively easy to
i solate the petitionary node in “La Male Regle,” it is not such a
sinmple matter when we consider the prologue’s |ong, ranbling dial ogue
bet ween Hoccl eve and the elderly beggar. Larry Scanl on has argued that
the prol ogue actually blends two genres, the beggi ng poem and the
Fir stenspi egel, or mirror of princes (1990, 216), although we mni ght
question whether the two operate in tandem or sinultaneously. In
addition to the begging poemand nmirror of princes, there is also a
si gni fi cant autobi ographi cal conponent, as usual. In this case,
however, in distinction to the use of autobiographical elenments in “La
Mal e Regle,” Hoccl eve uses hinself as a character in a very
conventional format, the debate. Hoccl eve’'s presence is unanbi guous; in
fact, he even gives his nane. Although we will not go into detail in
regard to the conplex blending of genres in the prologue, it is worth

noting that many of the qualities believed to be desirable in a prince
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are comonly invoked in both the beggi ng poemand mirror of princes
genres. For instance, princely liberality is conmmonly praised. 2
Hoccl eve’s begging in the prologue to the Reginent is

conprehensive. Fromthe first stanzas we find ourselves on very
fam liar ground. Hoccl eve explores one of his favorite tropes here,
describing the nmental torment occasioned by his reflections on his |ack
of financial stability: “And thus vnsikir of nmy smal |yfloode, /
Thought leyd on nme full many an hevy |oode” (II. 41-42). This
preoccupation with effective stewardship of body and purse is, by now,
famliar to us. Also unsurprising is Hoccleve's extended disquisition
on his annuity, in which he acknow edges Henry’'s liberality in granting
the annuity but |aments its non-paynent.

In the schequer, he of his special grace,

Hath to ne grauntid an annuitee

O xx mark, while | haue | yues space.

M ghte | ay paid ben of pat duetee,

It schul de stonde wel ynow with ne;

But paienent is hard to gete adayes;

And pat ne put in many foule affrayes. (Il. 820-26)
Scanlon’s (1990) skillful reading of the prologue reassures us that the
interlacing of Firstenspi egel and beggi ng poem does not engender the
kind of imaginal incongruity that we m ght expect, and rem nds us that
Hoccl eve’s positioning of hinmself in relation to the prince is
ultimately conventional and hence “appropriate.”

The positioning of the poet relative to the prince in the prol ogue

is inportant to us because in the beggi ng poens the positioning of the

petitioner relative to the petitioned is directly anal ogous and is
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handled in a very simlar way: only the tropes are necessarily
different. Hoccleve's precise awareness of this relationship is
conveyed el oquently by an illustration in the Arundel 38 manuscript of
the Reginment. Nicholas Perkins wites that

[t]he placement and function of the presentation

scene in Arundel 38 are intriguing. It does not

appear at the beginning of the poem as is

normal ly the case with such scenes, but after

the Dialogue with the A d Man. The picture thus

forns an inportant division between the

apparently spoken Di al ogue and the forma

witten treatise addressed to the Prince, a

di vision that in other manuscripts of the poem

is often marked by a large initial or new page.

(2001, 115)
In the Hoccl eve manuscript, the poet is presented as unanbi guously
subservient to the Prince; he is, in fact, on his knees.2

Havi ng exam ned Hoccl eve’s personal and artistic background and

preoccupations, as well as his mastery and frequent utilization of the
petitionary node, we can now nove on to a discussion of the lyrics that
devot e t hensel ves exclusively to begging. The particul ar poens we shal
di scuss are the “Balade to Henry V, For Mbney,” “Balade to My Lord the
Chancellor,” “Balade to My Maister Carpenter”, and “Bal ade and Rownde

to Maister Soner.” As is apparent fromthe titles, all of these works
are witten in the ballade form In its English manifestation, the
bal | ade was not a particularly well-defined form and in fact the term

“bal | ade” often seens to be nerely a euphem smfor “short poem?”
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Hoccl eve’' s experience with the formwas shaped by his famliarity with
Chaucer’s work and, perhaps even nore inportantly, the French witers
of ballades, with whose work Hoccl eve was certainly famliar.?22 Hoccl eve
seens to have adnired Chaucer’s shorter works; he nentions themon nore
than one occasion. Although none of the begging poems we shall discuss
contain direct references to Chaucer, Hoccleve's ballades have a
certain Chaucerian flavor, running the gamut from el oquent solemity to
ef fervescent hunmor. The ordering of the poens in the discussion
reflects the relative social distance between petitioner and
petitioned. The “Balade to Henry V, For Money” is directed at the king,
and there is, of course, no one whom Hoccl eve night petition who is
further renoved fromhimin terms of the social hierarchy. The other
three poens are addressed to figures who are | ower on the totem pol e
than Henry, and illustrate progressively greater degrees of

famliarity, as we m ght expect.

The “Bal ade to Henry V, For Money” is, in sone respects, the nost
conventional of the poenms we shall discuss. The poem witten with the
rhetorical throttle on maxi num opens with the nost conventiona
expressions of fealty to the king and clearly reveals Hoccleve in his
preferred role as hunbl e petitioner:

Vi ctorious Kyng, our lord ful gracious,
We, hunble |ige nen to your hynesse,
Meekly byseechen yow (o kyng pitous!)
Tendre pitee haue on our sharp di stresse;
For, but the flood of your rial |argesse
Fl owe vp on vs gold hath vs in sw ch hate,

bat of his |oue and cheertee the scantnesse
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Wl e arte vs three to trotte vn-to Newgate. (I1. 1-
8) Hoccl eve first, and thus forenost, acknow edges the king' s success in
war, 2 and in the other half of the first |line balances Henry's prowess
in battle with a suggestion of his “gracious” fulfillment of his duties
as the suprenme secular authority. Use of the word “gracious” is quite
politic since it inplies that the benefits showered upon the king' s
grateful subjects are provided “by the king's grace.” W al so see here
the interpenetration of secular and religious forns referred to by
Larry Scanl on.

Secul ar literature needed to differentiate

itself fromthe discourse of the Church wi thout

directly chall engi ng eccl esiastical authority.

In the figure of the king, secular witers found

a single, central source of authority anal ogous

to the figure of God in ecclesiastical discourse

and yet fully secular. (1990, 217)
The king, like God, graciously dispenses |argess. However, we should
re- enphasi ze Scanl on’s carefully-worded assertion that the king' s
function is “anal ogous” to that of God. Hoccl eve enpl oys hi gh-fl own
| anguage and figures of speech that could just as easily be addressed
to God as to the king. In other words, the analogy is direct.

After this brief apostrophe, Hoccl eve reveal s his purpose.
Interestingly, the petition is not just on his own behalf; it
originates with “We, hunmble Iige nmen to your hynesse.” Typically, as we
have seen, begging poens are subnitted by the hunbl e and usually
nanel ess “1,” the subject prostrating hinself before his nerciful and,

nore inportantly, generous lord. Relentlessly, Hoccleve hamers hone
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the purpose of the request, alliteratively tying the “hunble”
supplicants to the king' s gracious “hynesse.” “Meekly” they “byseechen”
their “king pitous,” and with the fourth |line bow even |ower with the
veritable cri de coeur, “Tendre pitee haue on our sharp distresse.”
Here, again, we see the appropriation of the materials of religious

di scourse in the service of rhetoric, re-enphasizing, as the poem does
t hroughout, the inestinabl e distance between petitioner and petitioned.

Furnivall’s effective punctuati on of the stanza enphasizes its
rhetorical bal ance. Hoccl eve weighs the potential relief provided by
the king’s largess with the dreadful consequences should he w thhold
it. In an odd flourish, Hoccleve seens to conflate the king’s gold and
the king hinmself, personifying gold in general and endowing it with the
ability to hate debtors |ike Hoccl eve and his co-supplicants. Should
the gold withhold its “loue and cheertee,” nmuch as a di sapproving
nmonarch m ght wi thhold such favors, its “scantnesse” will land the
supplicants in Newgate Prison, a very kingly prerogative. The
i nterpenetration of nonarch and nmedi um of exchange is never brought to
conpl etion, but the suggestive interlacing of netaphor and
personification | eaves the strong inpression that gold and the king,
and the king’s very largess as well, are all functioning parts of the
same social organism as indeed they are.

In the second stanza of the poem Hoccleve steps back fromthe
ornate intensity of the first. Although the |Ianguage is still formal,
it becones progressively less lofty as the poet states his purpose.

Benigne lige lord! o hauene & yate
O our confort! let your hy worthynesse

Qure indigence softne & abate!
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In yow lyth al yee nay our greef redresse!

The some pat we in our bill expresse,

I s nat excessif ne outrageous;

Qur long seruice also berith w tnesse,

We han for it be ful laborious. (Il. 9-16)
The progression fromthe description of the king as “hauene & yate / O
our confort” to the conparatively uninflected | anguage of the |ast four
lines of the stanza bear witness to Hoccleve's expertise at bl ending
genres, which we have encountered in our brief discussion of The
Regi nent of Princes. Perhaps equally inpressive is the poet’'s ability
to create effective transitions in the service of clarifying his
pur pose.

Along with additional conventional contrasting of the king's

“wort hynesse” and the petitioners’ “indigence,” which we have cone to
expect, Hoccl eve, ever conscious of rhetorical and |inguistic bal ance,
wei ghs his reference to Newgate in the first stanza against his
depiction of Henry as “hauene and yate [haven and gate].” The
confinement associated with the king’s gated haven is of a benign sort,
and the words “hauene and yate” strongly suggest a sort of earthly
heaven, a place having far nore in common with a benevol ent protective
enbrace than the shane and squal or of confinement in Newgate. “ln yow
lyth al yee may our greef redresse!” Hoccl eve concludes the first half
of the stanza, once again enploying | anguage that is highly evocative
of devotional forms that are still regularly enployed in worship. The
king is the sole source of succor in this difficult set of earthly

circunstances and effectively becones God wit snall.

In the second half of this stanza, Hoccl eve reveal s sonething
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about the real-life circunmstances of the poemand explains, inplicitly,
the reason why it was not necessary to nane the petitioners. “The sonmme
pat we in our bill expresse,” wites Hoccleve, “ls nat excessif ne

outrageous.” One would, perhaps, like to believe that this poem
acconpani ed an invoice for the king’s perusal; that is certainly the

i mplication. The docunment woul d doubtl ess have been executed by

Hoccl eve, with or w thout the assistance of his fellow petitioners, and
we presune he presented the docunent and poemto a representative of
the king.2* Coviously, no nention of the petitioners’ nanes is strictly
necessary since they appear in the acconpanyi ng docunent. In the space
of two stanzas, Hoccleve has taken us fromthe nost formal and high-
flown | anguage to a direct, unadorned statenent of nission. These two
si des of Hoccl eve, poet and professional, are seldom presented in such
high relief as they are here. After a stanza and a half of rhetorica
pyrotechnics, he states quite sinply and straightforwardly that the fee
is reasonable and the petitioners have earned it.

Havi ng wound down his rhetorical |anguage over the course of the
first two stanzas, Hoccleve ranps it up again in the third and fina
stanza, re-enphasizing the petitioners’ |ong service.

Olige lord, pat han be plenteuous
Vn-to your Liges of your grace al gate,
Styntith nat now for to be bount euous
To vs, your seruantz of the ol de date!
God woot we han been ay, eerly & late,
Louyinge lige nmen to your nobl esse.

Lat nat the strook of indigence vs mate,

O worthy Prince! mrour of prowesse! (lII. 17-24)
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As we have seen, the clerks of the Privy Seal were careerists virtually
to a man, and nost of them enjoyed long tenures in their posts,

Hoccl eve hinsel f being perhaps the best exanple, with forty years on
the job, so there is no exaggeration in Hoccleve's assertions that the
petitioners are “seruantz of the ol de date” who have supported the Kking

“ay, eerly & late.” Mre inportantly, though, the petitioners’ service
has not only been long, but valuable as well; they are “[I]ovyinge |ige
men.” Hoccleve's strongly worded appeal nekes the king's role equally
clear: Henry is to denonstrate his “noblesse,” to, in a wrd, do his
duty to his loving |liegenen. Hoccleve ends on a conplinmentary note,
denoni nating the king a “mirour of prowesse,” which harkens back to his
initial epithet, “Victorious,” creating a neat bookend as well as
enphasi zi ng the poenmis symetrical structure.

Asi de from being perhaps the nost conventional of the four begging
poens we will discuss, the ballade to Henry is al so executed with the
bol dest strokes. The asymmetry of the relationship between petitioners
and petitioned is marked with very formal and hi gh-fl own | anguage, and
al t hough good feelings flowin both directions, there is never any
doubt that the king is on his throne and the petitioners are on their
knees. However, Hoccleve is not only a petitioner; as we have seen, he
and his co-petitioners are also good citizens. Since the poem conducts
busi ness with the king, the enphasis on good citizenship is hardly
surprising, and is found el sewhere in Hoccl eve’ s oeuvre. 2

In the second beggi ng poem we shall discuss, “Balade to My Lord

the Chancellor,” the relationship between Hoccl eve and his addressee is
al nost as asymetrical as the one we found in “Balade to Henry V, For

Money,” al though the rhetorical approach is markedly different from
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that of the latter poem It is uncertain to whomthe poemis addressed,
but if Furnivall’'s dating of the poemto around 1405 is correct, the
addressee may be Henry Beaufort, who served as Lord Chancellor three
tinmes during Hoccleve's life, once as the Bishop of Lincoln and tw ce
as Bishop of Wnchester. It is tenpting to select Beaufort as the
likeliest target of Hoccleve' s petition, given his close fanmily
connections to the House of Lancaster. He was half-brother to Henry 1V,
uncle to Henry V, although his relations with the latter were often
strained. Perhaps nore inportantly, his sister was the recipient of an
aut ograph copy of the poens |ater published in Furnivall’s edition of
Hoccl eve’ s minor poens, now preserved as DUL M5 Cosin V.111.9 Thonmas
Hoccl eve 1421 x 1426. However, J. A Burrow nakes a convincing case for
Thonmas Langl ey as recipient of the poem Langley succeeded Beaufort as
Lord Chancel |l or inmediately after serving as Keeper of the Privy Seal
and Hoccleve's reference to hinself in the poemas “your Clerc” gives
weight to Burrow s claim (1994, 203). Even if the addressee is neither
Langl ey nor Beaufort, we know that the Lords Chancellor of Engl and
during the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries were usually
cl ergynen. Like Beaufort, who becane Bi shop of Lincoln at the
relatively tender age of twenty-four, these nmen were careerists who
enj oyed substantial influence and power in both church and governnent.
An awar eness of the nature of his target guides Hoccleve's hand in
“Bal ade to My Lord the Chancellor,” where direct speech and a
conmparatively nuted tone replace the highly col ored, even bonbasti c,
| anguage of the petition to Henry V.

Fadir in god, benigne and reuerent,

My lord the Chanceller with al hunbl esse
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I, your seruant at your conmandenent,

Byseeche vn-to your excellent nobl esse,

pat nmy patente bere nmay w t nesse

that nyne arrerages been granted ne:

Ri ght as your staf your warant wol e expresse
Byseeche |, y, yow so ny patente be. (Il. 1-8)

Here, Hoccleve's tone is indeed subdued. The | anguage is
pai nst aki ngly hunbl e, as we m ght expect in a poem addressing a church
figure rather than a secular authority like the king; there is clearly
| ess space given to sheer effusive praise than in the petition to Henry
V. There is also a conparative cal mess and an al nost total avoi dance
of figurative |anguage, with the key words designating the Lord
Chancellor’s qualities being “benigne and reuerent,” restrained i ndeed
when conpared to the linguistic pyrotechnics rolled out for the king in
the “Balade to Henry V.” The stanza flows very quickly, a quality
enphasi zed by Furnivall’s judicious punctuation, and the |ack of
adornment renders it cool, even cold, as it works its way to its
subdued concl usion. Al though the same subservient |anguage that we
observed in the petition to Henry V is here (“byseeche,” for instance,
appears twi ce), Hoccleve's presentation of his request is terse,
succinct, even faintly legalistic; he presents the evidence and
requests the Lord Chancellor’s intercession.

In the poemis second stanza, Hoccl eve adopts a nore personal tone,
one that m ght even be construed as hunorous, or at |east w nsone.
Though nore personal, the tone is again regulated by a
strai ght f orwar dness perhaps best reflected by Hoccleve's reference to

his “poore synpl esse.”
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| truste in yow for euere or this han yee

Be ny good |lord and now to stynte | gesse,

Applied is nat your benignitee,

Specially syn ny poore synpl esse

Nat hath of fendid your hy worthynesse

Wtyngly; but myn herte is euere bent

To sheete at yow good wil in soothfastnesse,

Ther-in am | ful hoot & ful feruent. (Il. 9-16)
Hoccl eve prostrates hinself, though his prostration is nediated by his
own qualifying | anguage. He reminds his lord that he has never, to his
know edge, offended him and if he has he certainly wasn't aware of it.
His heart is always inclined toward sentinents of good will toward the
Chancellor; in that regard, in fact, he is “ful hoot & ful feruent.”

Again in the third stanza Hoccl eve’s approach is a nmeasured one.

Hoccl eve addresses the Lord Chancell or as one cl oaked i n magnificence,
usi ng nmuch the sane | anguage as that enployed in the ballade to Henry
V, but undercuts that magnificence on an alnost line-by-line basis with
a series of decidedly informal exclamations and qualifications that
seemto hint at a faniliarity that cannot have subsisted between the
Chancel lor, in his official role, and Hoccl eve.

O ny lord gracious, wys, and prudent!

To nme, your Clerc beeth of your grace free!

Let see now cacce a lust and a tal ent

Me to haue in your fauour & cheertee.

Ther-on wayte | | wayte on your bountee,

That to so nmanye han shewi d gentillesse

Let me no stepchyld been for | am he
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That hope haue in yow, confort & gladnesse. (II. 17-24)

Al t hough the | anguage is nore nuted here than in the ballade to
Henry, Hoccl eve pronotes the characterization of the Chancellor as a
figure of irresistible authority, in nuch the sanme way that Henry V's
el evated status was delineated. The Chancellor is “gracious, ws, and
prudent,” words that could be used equally fittingly to describe the
ki ng. The anal ogy between royalty and the divine nay be intensified by
Hoccl eve’ s designation of hinself as “your Clerc,” but it is worth
recalling at this point that the recipient of the poem nmay have been
Thomas Langl ey, a fornmer Keeper of the Privy Seal, in which case
Hoccl eve’ s designation has a very literal, if doubl e-edged, provenance.
W need not abandon our original reading of the line as an expression
of the recipient as anal og for God, however, although the line acquires
an additional shade or facet of meaning.

In the third stanza, Hoccl eve seens to undercut the | anguage of
station that guides the first and second stanzas. He hopes that the
Lord Chancellor may “cacce a lust and a talent” to shower favor upon
Hoccl eve, a decidedly colloquial fornulation. The gl ossary acconpanyi ng
the M nor Poens suggests that “lust” and “talent” are synonynous, wth
“talent” deriving fromthe A d French talant [desire], but the Biblica
connotations are apparent, if tenuously applied. “Lat nme no stepchyld
been,” he inportunes the Lord Chancellor. If Hoccleve's lord is a god,
then Hoccl eve wi shes to be perceived as a true child of that god. The
vigor and inventiveness of the |anguage of the third stanza gives us
reason to reconsider the alnost non-committal tone of the second
stanza. In light of what the third stanza acconplishes, the second

functions alnpbst as a feint, a drawi ng back before delivery of the
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telling blow, perhaps exenplary of that “slipperiness” that sonetines
troubl ed Furnivall.

O the beggi ng poens we include in our discussion, this one is
per haps the freest of autobiographical references. Al though a nunber of
of ficial docunments record paynents to Hoccleve, there is no sure way to
identify any of themw th specific poens. Mre inportantly, however,
Hoccl eve makes no nmention of any of the particulars of his own life and
wor k, as he does el sewhere, other than his rather oblique reference to
hinself as the Lord Chancellor’s “Clerc.” Hoccleve is a conparatively
anonynous being in his petitions to both the king and Lord Chancell or
just one fish in a vast sea. Any subject of the king m ght conceivably
petition him and nmuch the same holds true for the Lord Chancell or
More to the point however, is the reduction of the petitioner to a
status so |l ow as to be anonynous, appropriate i ndeed when enphasi zi ng
the vast gulf separating petitioner and petitioned in this case.

Hoccl eve once again displays his very sensitive gauging of socia
di stance, an inportant tool in constructing a decorous address to one
unequal in social status.

It seenms self-evident that the | anguage and style of the poemto
the Lord Chancellor constructs a relationship that, while expressive of
soci al distance and redolent with respect, is |l ess vehenent inits
el evation of its recipient than the poemto Henry V. The coll oqui al
though mul ti-edged, turns of phrase that mark the Lord Chancellor’s
poemare not found in the lyric to Henry V. Although it would al nost
certainly be overzeal ous to suggest that Hoccl eve wote his begging
poens wWith an eye to sone virtual organization chart dictating the

| evel of address to adopt, there are clear and neasurabl e differences
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in the tone and degree of deference Hoccl eve adopts. Hoccl eve, ever
pai nstaking in the formulation of the relationship between petitioner
and petitioned, presents the recipient as possessing a basic humlity
that the poemto Henry does not convey. Marking the Lord Chancellor as
a man of god fromthe first line, “Fadir in god, benigne and reuerent,”
Hoccl eve consistently applies conmparatively nuted | anguage that marks
his recipient not only as a superior but as one who, in his role as a
hi gh-ranki ng menber of the Church, nust also maintain an aura of
humlity consistent with his religious function

In both of the poens we have discussed thus far the relationship
bet ween Hoccl eve and his addressee has been a nore or | ess conventiona
exanpl e of the petition. Both the king and the Lord Chancellor are
perceived as distant, even nore or |less ethereal beings that display a
consi derabl e neasure of grace sinply by acknow edgi ng the abject poet’s
poor attenpt at conmunication. Prostration before the nmagnificence of
the lord is evidenced clearly, though differentially, in both exanples.
In the other two beggi ng poens we shall discuss, the rel ationship
bet ween petitioner and petitioned is radically different, in terms of
both the nature and status of the nmen addressed and the rel ationship
Hoccl eve depicts between hinself and them The differences we have
not ed between the address to Henry V and the Lord Chancellor’s poem
will be reinforced and reenphasi zed.

The third poemwe shall consider, the “Balade to My Maister

Carpenter,” is addressed to one John Carpenter, the town clerk of
London. However, the poem was very probably not witten for Carpenter
Only one nanuscript of the poemis extant, and J. A Burrow reports

that “the poemwas first addressed to sone other likely nediator, for
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the name Carpenter is squeezed in over an erasure... and the netre of
the line in which it occurs requires not three but two syll abl es”
(1994, 204). Moreover, the poem s brusque tone woul d probably be
i nappropriate if the recipient were Carpenter. Although certainly not
on the sane level with the king or the Lord Chancellor, the position of
Town derk, or Secretary, of London was no nean office. Carpenter
apparently did quite well for hinself, and becane a patron of the arts
later in life, sponsoring a painting of the Dance of Death conpl enented
by verses by Lydgate (Knapp 2001, 85).
In the “Balade to My Maister Carpenter” we see a self-portrait of

Hoccl eve that is seldomrepeated in the poens. He denobnstrates a
boi sterous hunor and col | oqui al effervescence that is also evident, but
in a distanced and conparatively critical way, in “Le Male Regle.” The
source of Hoccleve's financial woes is different in this case as well;
rat her than requesting the paynent of an annuity or, in the case of the
Lord Chancellor, the exertion of influence to force the paynment of suns
due, Hoccl eve here requests assistance in the paynment of his creditors.

See heer, ny mmister Carpenter, | yow preye,

How many chal enges ageyn ne be;

And | may nat deliure hem by no weye,

So ne werreyeth coynes scarsetee,

That ny Cousin is to necessitee.

For why, vn-to yow seeke | for refut,

Wi ch pat of confort amny destitut. (I1. 1-8)
Hoccl eve’s | anguage is informal, even conversational, a quality we have
not seen thus far in the beggi ng poens. The first line of the poem

reflects an al nost symmetrical relationship, and the directness of the
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| anguage is nothing short of friendly; indeed, we here see Hoccl eve for
the first time in the role of friend fornulated by J. A Burrow. Mbst
noteworthy, in the context of our discussion thus far, is the absence
of “holy” or simlarly elevated |anguage. It is clear that Carpenter is
not an analog for the figure of God, as, we have argued, Henry and the
Lord Chancel |l or are.

Despite the evident inforrmality of the poem however, there is
sufficient reason to believe that its intent was quite serious.
Internal evidence reveals that it was acconpanied, |like the poemto
Henry V, by another docunent, a statenent of accounts of sone sort.
“Tho men whos nanmes | aboue expresse, / Fayn wol den pat they and
euene were” (Il. 8-9). Another factor that should mitigate the
tenptation to read too rmuch into the poenis affability is the fact,
menti oned above, that Carpenter’'s nane is witten in over an erasure in
the title and inserted into the first Iine of the poem disrupting the
nmeter. 26 We should al so recall that Hoccl eve, although generous with
what appear to be autobi ographi cal nuggets, was a poet governed as well
by convention. As Judith Ferster has cautioned, we should be “l|eery of
taki ng his autobiographical claims literally” since he “had a tendency
to shape his life for the purpose of his argunents” (1996, 139).

Much of the |language of the poemto Carpenter recalls lines we
have seen el sewhere. One of Hoccleve's favorite tropes, that of the
sl eepl essness occasi oned by his state of indebtedness, which we have
seen in the prologue to the Regiment, appears in the third stanza,
where Hoccl eve benmpans the inflexibility of his creditors.

And therfore, as faire as | can & nay,

Wth aspen herte | preye hem abyde,
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And nme respyte to sum | enger day.

Some of hem grante and sonme of hem seyn “nay!”

And | so sore aye dreede an aftir clap

That it me reueth many a sleep & nap. (Il. 16-21)
Per haps nore telling, however, are the differences between the way
Hoccl eve positions hinself in relation to Carpenter and anal ogous
positionings in the poens to the king and the Lord Chancellor. Although
we can say with considerable certainty that Hoccl eve was not
Carpenter’s social equal, Hoccleve' s avoi dance of the kind of el evated
| anguage he enploys in the poemto the king, for instance, in which
Hoccl eve and his confederates “[n]eekly byseechen” the “kyng pitous” to
“[t]endre pitee haue on our sharp distresse” (Il. 3, 4), is telling. In
fact, nowhere in the poemto Carpenter does Hoccleve explicitly state
his social position relative to Carpenter’s or to his creditors’
I ndeed, his debt is a legal matter and has nothing to do directly with
social position. Carpenter’s assistance is manifestly a favor. The
final stanza illustrates these points.

If pat it Iykid vnto your goodnesse,

To be betwi xt [hen] and ne, swich a nmene

As pat | mghte kept be fro duresse!

Myn heuy thoghtes wolde it voide cl ene.

As your good plesance is this thyng denene!

How wel pat yee doon & how soone al so,

| suffre may in gqwenchynge of my wo. (Il. 22-28)
Whet her or not Carpenter’s action is a “favor” to Hoccl eve nmay be
rendered nmoot by the striking famliarity with which Hoccl eve ends his

request: the pronptness and skill with which Carpenter resolves the
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situation will determ ne how soon Hoccl eve’'s woe ends. These words
woul d certainly be radically out of place in the context of a petition
to either the king or the Lord Chancell or, where they woul d be regarded
as overly famliar, perhaps insultingly so.
The | ast poemthat we shall consider, “Balade and Rowndel to

Mai ster Soner,” reveal s Hoccleve at his nost playful. Al though a good
deal of social distance still prevails between Hoccl eve and Somer, who
was made Baron of the Exchequer in 1408,27 they were nenbers of the sane
di nner club, the so-called Court of Good Conpany, and so, nanifestly,
soci al i zed together, although alnost certainly on an asymetrica
basis. Hoccl eve provides clues regarding the relationship, betraying a
seem ngly casual friendliness as well as deference: “d ad cheerid Somer
to your gouernaille / And grace we submitte al our wllynge” (Il. 9-
10). Indeed, the airy fanmliarity of Hoccleve's tone is apparent from
the first stanza as he puns on Soner’s nane.

The Sonne, with his benes of brightnesse,

To man so kyndly is, & norisshynge,

pat | akkyng it day nere but dirknesse:

To day he yeueth his enlunynynge,

And causith al fruyt for to wexe & sprynge:

Now, syn pat sonne nmay so noche auaill

And npost with Sonmer is his soiournynge,

That sesoun bonteuous we wole assaill. (I1. 1-8)
Here, as el sewhere, the language is informal, and, as in the poemto
Carpenter, the |anguage is devoid of the kind of transcendently
| audat ory | anguage that marks the poens to the king and the Lord

Chancel lor. Indeed, the poemis dom nated by its central conceit, the
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warnt h and ki ndness of Somer/sumer and the bounty of harvest that
follows it.

Aftir your good lust, be the sesonynge

O our fruytes this |aste M ghel nesse,

The tyne of yeer was of our seed ynnynge,

The [ ak of which is our greet heuynesse. (Il. 13-16)
The crux of the figure lies in these four lines, of course. Sunmer has
given way to the tine of “seed ynnynge,” but there is, unfortunately,
no harvest to gather. Playing again upon the seasonal conceit, Hoccleve
hopes that Somer will “[n]ow yeue vs cause ageyn this cristenesse / For
to be glad” (II. 19-20)

As in the poens to the king and to Carpenter, Hoccleve has co-

petitioners and he names them

We, your seruantes, Hoccleue & Baill ay,

Het he & O forde, yow beseeche & preye,

“Haastith our heruest as soone as yee may!” (ll. 25-27)
He then continues, as in the others poens, with a description of the
suffering caused by the nonpaynent of the men’s sal aries. However, in
this very carefully conceived and executed poem the description of woe
gives way al nost at once to a return to the celebration that will ensue
when paynent is received.

For fere of stormes our wit is aweye;

Were our seed Inned wel we nighten pleye,

And vs desporte & synge & make gane,

And yit this rowndel shul we synge & seye

In trust of yow & honour of your name. (Il. 28-32)

In this case, the poemis acconpanied not by an invoice or statenent of
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accounts but by another poem designhated, in the manuscript, a
“Rowndel , or Chanceon to Soner”.28 |n the round, Hoccl eve again reninds
Somer of the request for paynent, though in a tone so |ighthearted and
af fectionate that the nessage is alnost obliterated, retained only in
the reference to Christrmas, by which tinme, as Hoccl eve has indicated
before, he and his co-workers would Iike to receive paynent.

To heuy folk of thee the remenbraunce

Is salue & oynenment to hir seeknesse.

For why we thus shul synge in Cristenesse.... (Il. 38-40)

Anot her poemwitten around this tinme,2 “The Court of Good

Conpany, To H. Soner,” is worth nmentioning in connection with the
“Bal ade and Rowndel .” Here the relationship between Hoccl eve and Sormer
is made specific and we see the Hoccl eve that Stephen Medcal f has
descri bed as a “cl ubbabl e London clerk of literary |eanings” (1981
127). Hoccl eve addresses Soner warnmly: “Worsshipful sir, and our freend
special, / And felawe, in this cas we calle yow (Il. 1-2). Hoccleve
addresses various matters pertaining to the Court of Good Conpany’s
activities and then, in the last few stanzas, a faniliar side of the
poet energes. Renminding Soner that it is his duty to provide dinner at
the get-together scheduled for the next Thursday (II. 50-56), Hoccleve
wites, “We yow nat holde auysid in swich wse / As for to nmake vs
destitut, pat day, / O our dyner” (Il. 57-59), assuring Soner that “W
trusten in your wys experience” (l. 68). Here, for the first tine, is
evi dence apparently supporting our specul ations regarding the
rel ati onship between Hoccl eve and an individual who served as a patron
or at |east a supporter. W must, of course, ask ourselves exactly how

much of “The Court of Good Conpany” itself is guided by observance of
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poetic convention, but the arc we have drawn fromthe highly
subservient relationship described in the ballade to Henry to the
fam liar, even congenial, |anguage of the petition to Soner tends to
support our concl usions regardi ng Hoccl eve’s use of the | anguage of
station in portraying his relationships with the parties whom he
petitions.

Hoccl eve provides us with the |largest body of beggi ng poetry by a
single identifiable medieval English poet. The poens give us the best
clue as to how English poets of the |late m ddl e ages went about franing
their requests, and, in particular, how they portrayed their
rel ationships with the recipients of their petitions. In addition to
this conparatively bountiful evidence, a significant proportion of the
rest of Hoccleve's oeuvre al so enpl oys techni ques conmon to the beggi ng
poens, as we have seen in the exanples of “La Male Regle de T.

Hoccl eve” and the prologue to The Regi nent of Princes. However, we have
al so seen that we nust exercise a considerable degree of caution in
drawi ng concl usi ons about the begging poens and their historica
provenance since there remains a significant anmount of controversy
regardi ng exactly how conventional a poet Hoccleve was. In this chapter
we have followed the mddle path, which is justified by the renmarkable
i ndi vi dual i sm of Hoccl eve the poet. It seens unlikely, fromour far
renove, at any rate, that the Hoccleve of the Series, who lanents his
struggle to return to his former life after his bout of nenta
instability, could be wholly the product of convention. Neverthel ess,
his work stands out as a unique achi evenent in nedi eval English poetry,
one that both partakes of tradition and breaks new ground, a | ong-

standing attribute of noteworthy literature.



AFTERWORD

In the mildly polenical introduction to his Reformand Cultura
Revol ution, the second volunme of the mammoth Oxford English Literary
Hi story, Janmes Sinpson details the processes that enabled himto put a
handl e, however provisional, on the very concept of literary history.
Si mpson recounts sone of the conprom ses he was forced to nake in the
course of his labors. During the planning stages, as he contenpl ated
possi bl e approaches to his subject, he was conpelled to consider the
consequences of choosing one. How many inportant and wort hwhil e
perspectives woul d becone irrelevant as a result? “Wrk on this book,”
wites Sinpson, “has convinced ne of the profoundly contingent nature
of historical witing” (2002, 3).

Qur choice of topic for this study -- the begging trope in
nmedi eval English poetry, with enphasis on short forns -- has provided
us with a challenge directly opposite to Sinpson’s. Rather than taking
history as our subject and then attenpting to contain and control it by
adopting a particul ar perspective, we took in hand a phenonenon t hat
di spl ays no overt signs of organic growth, of genesis or evolution --
in short, with no particular grounding in chronology -- and consi dered

a variety of influences that inpact it. Anong these influences were the
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circunstances of the times in which the poens were witten, in social
political and cultural terms. Wen possible, we also utilized the
records pertaining to the poets and their patrons. To the extent
possi bl e, we have related the techni ques enployed in the poens’
conmposition to our account of their genesis.

For a very sinple reason, this approach to understandi ng the
beggi ng trope in nedieval poetry is an appropriate one. Poens that beg,
as we have described them are directly and unambi guously engaged in
the circunstances that beget them Although they nmay be steeped in
convention, they are the product of real transactions between rea
people, and in the nost well-docunented cases, such as Hoccl eve's, we
have even been able to describe the docunents that bear witness to the
transaction. Thus, our approach displays a certain |lack of malleability
when we attenpt to nold it into pure theory. Nevertheless, to attenpt
to di scuss poens that beg without recourse to a description of the
circunstances of their conposition is to di sengage oursel ves, at |east
partially, fromour recognition that the poens, in fact, beg.

Aside fromour curiosity regarding the genesis and outcone of
these transactions, we have indulged an interest in how the business of
poetry was conducted in nedi eval England. O necessity, we have cast a
wi de net, drawi ng on historical and anthropol ogi cal sources as well as
literary ones. Although we have conpl ai ned frequently about the |ack of
evi dence on which to base our conclusions regarding nedi eval poetry,
the theoretical boundl essness of our approach makes clear that, at
| east in one sense, our sources of information are potentially
boundl ess. W can draw upon any source of information that sheds |ight

upon the lives of poets and their patrons, the circunstances of their
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times, the character of the societies in which they lived, or the
literary preconceptions that guided them

From our nodern standpoint, it may cheapen the poens to give undue
consideration to why they were witten. Manifestly, they were witten
to stinulate paynent, whether of a debt or a potential salary. \When we
ask the same question about a | ove poem the answer nmay seem nore
edi fying: the poemwas witten to celebrate the poet’s love, and to
share with us, or arouse in us, feelings of synpathy, whether identity
or pity. Although the experience of being owed noney nmay be as common
as that of being in love, in a society polarized by attitudes regardi ng
mat eri ali smthe conm ssion of collection notices to verse stands in
danger of being dism ssed as at best superficial, at worst sycophantic,
graspi ng. Nevertheless, | would suggest that questions about why a
particul ar beggi ng poemwas witten, and curiosity about the events
surrounding its conposition and outcone, are natural. In any event, we
shoul d ask questions about the begging poens even if only because they
are, at their best, too ingenious to be witten off sinply as poetic
i nvoi ces.

O course, the reasons for the witing of any particul ar poem nay
be legion, but in the case of the begging poens we find sone of the
poet’s nore nundane answers in the poens. The clarity of Hoccleve's
requests, for instance, is manifest. As we have seen, he is even
capabl e of providing a list of petitioners’ nanmes in the lines of his
verse. He also identifies, either by nane or title, the patrons who owe
himand his friends. Hoccleve' s patrons provide answers as well| because
they kept records of the debt and also, in sone cases, the paynent. But

does Hoccl eve's wel | -docunented groveling cheapen the value we place on
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his verse? | submit that it should not, although | maintain an
awar eness of the attitude that poetry should be concerned with |oftier
t hi ngs.

If the beggi ng poens seemto be the product of sensibilities very
different fromour own, it is perhaps incunmbent upon us to acknow edge
that they are the product of such sensibilities. Not only nedieva
sensibilities were different; so was the perception of the value and
uses of poetry. Particularly at the end of the nedieval period, poetry
had a far greater presence and currency in public life and society in
general than it does now. As V. J. Scattergood (1971) has made
abundantly clear, poetry was a viable and vi brant neans of
conmuni cation during the |ater nmedieval period, especially during the
fifteenth century, when Lydgate and Hoccl eve were active. It is clear
that poens that beg would participate robustly in any tradition in

whi ch poetry is a deadly serious business.



NOTES

For ewor d

1. Consider, for exanple, the volum nous and varied schol arship on
the A d English Wdsith and the conparative dearth of studies
characterizing it as a begging poem the nost proninent of which are
di scussed in Chapter One. See also, e.g., Knapp, who discusses
Hoccl eve’ s beggi ng poens in the context of penitential verse (2001, 37-
43).

2. Although Hoccleve is also frequently denom nated a “Chaucerian”
(Brewer 1966) his contribution to the begging genre is sufficient to
require a chapter of his own.

3. See, e.g., Jones et al. 2003, Yeager 2005.

4. See, e.g., Scanlon and Sinpson 2006.

5. Scattergood’'s Politics and Poetry in the Fifteenth Century is a
classic study of the public role of poetry during the | ate nedi eva
period. More recently, Robert J. Meyer-Lee has witten, “This is a
poetry directly notivated by and pervasively neditative on its nonent
in history, a poetry highly conscious of being both a public

intervention in the social, political, and religious turnoil of its

182



183

time, and the inauguration of a vernacular literary tradtion” (2007, 5).

Chapter One: The A d English Beggi ng Poem

1. Regarding the consistency of Ad English verse, Foley notes
that “alliterative half-lines, with characteristic stress-patterns and
other internal structures, underlie all of the extant 30,000 |ines of
the poetry” (2003, 91).

2. See, e.g., Pyles and Al geo 1982, 98ff.

3. Edward Janes (2001) describes Roman recruitnment of Germanic
sol diers (48-49). Janes al so provides a succinct account of Angl o-Saxon
mgrations into Britain as well as Gaul begi nning around the niddle of
the fifth century (109-10).

4. See Chadwi ck 1971, Chapter 5; Todd 1982, esp. Chapter 2.

5. See Janes 2001, 118-19, and Abels, who wites, “A seventh- or
ei ght h-century king nost often cane to his throne through viol ence or
through the threat of violence, and kept his crown by warding off
donestic and foreign rivals” (1988, 12).

6. See Witel ock 1968, 31-33; Abels 1988, Chapter 1

7. During the period, the conmtatus as we recognize it in the
poetry appears to have becone a relic. Abels (1988, Chapter 2) details
the grow h of bookland tenure, which tied individuals and famlies
permanently to specified allotments of land, in distinction to the
earlier fyrd system (Abels 1988, Chapter 1), which specified non-
heritable grants of land. Cbviously, this change nade it potentially
nore difficult to concentrate land in the hands of thos who best served

the lord’ s interests.
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8. See, e.g., HIl (1995; 2000).

9. See, e.g., Abels 1988, 30.

10. The A d English Wanderer provides an extended and el oquent
evocation of the grief, despair, and physical isolation that rules a
warrior separated fromlord and conrades and the conforts of the
conmunal halI.

[ G emon he sel esecgas ond sincpege,

hu hi ne on geogude hi s gol dwi ne

wenede to wi ste: wyn eal gedreas. (Il. 34-36)
[He renmenbers the nen of the hall and treasure-

gi ving, how his gold-friend accustomed himto

the feast in his youth: the glory all faded.]

11. For a sanpling of criticismthat enphasizes the booki shness of
key A d English poens, see Goldsnith 1960, 1970, 1991; Hal verson 1966
Huppé 1959, 1984; Kaske 1958; MNanee 1991; Phillpotts 1991; and
Stanl ey 1975. George Hardin Brown (1986) nmakes a very evenhanded case
for the quality of AOd English religious verse. For a viewpoint that
enphasi zes the pagan roots of the poetry, see Morman 1967

12. Huppé (1984) offers perhaps the best and nost conprehensive
readi ng of Beowul f as a religi ous poem

13. For a conpact overview of the history and nature of the theory
of oral conposition, see Foley 1988.

14. See Lord 1960, 13ff.

15. These concepts will be expanded upon bel ow. For an extended
devel opnent, see Lord 1960, Chapters 3, 4.

16. For an account of the dynamics of conposition, see Lord 1960,

Chapter 5. Although Lord s presentation is based on his experiences in
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eastern Europe, it is fair to assune that O d English poetry was
conposed under similar circunstances. For a description of the additive
and aggregative nature of oral traditional verse, see Ong 1982, 37-39.

17. It is worth nentioning that idiomatic words and phrases, or
words and phrases with recognized inpact within the tradition, could
provi de an exception to Irving' s very reasonabl e anal ysi s.

18. See Ong on the “redundancy” of oral traditional verse (1982,
39-41). Brodeur (1952, Chapter 2) also investigates the “repetitive”
quality of Ad English verse. See al so Robi nson 1985

19. The existence of the poens in nmanuscript is no help in dating
them since date of conposition and manuscript date are not necessarily
related. While historical evidence may establish a date before which
the poem coul d not have been conposed, as in the case of The Battle of
Mal don, which recounts a historical event, we are not so fortunate in
the case of nobst of the poens. Additionally, Witelock notes that
| i ngui stic evidence based on phonetic changes in the Ad English
| anguage is of little assistance either since we nust allow for the
possi bl e perpetuation of archaic fornms in the poetry (1949, 81-82).

20. The A d English poetic corpus represents a tradition in
transition fromorality to literacy. Foley notes that, in the interest
of accuracy, works whose provenance is specul ative should be regarded
as “oral -derived” rather than oral (1990, 5). Mire recently, Foley has
suggest ed

t hi nki ng of oral poetry as a spectrum
enconpassi ng a nunber of typical forms: (1) ora
performance, (2) voiced texts (conposed in

writing but specifically for |ive performance),
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(3) voices fromthe past (ancient and nedi eva
poetry of uncertain origins but conposed in an
oral traditional style), and (4) witten ora
poetry (conposed in witing and never intended
for performance, although witten in an ora
traditional style). (2003, 79-80)

21. The text of the poemis included in the Anglo-Saxon Poetic
Records in The Vercelli Book volune, edited by Krapp, pp. 61-65.

22. For a text of the poem see Klinck 1992, 79-83.

23. See Krapp and Dobbie 1932, i x-xvi.

24. See al so Robinson, p. 54.

25. See French 1945, 628n24.

26. Ong discusses the agonistic tone common to oral traditiona
productions (1982, 43-45).

27. It is worthwhile here to bear in mind Ong’s (1982) assertion
that oral traditional poetry is “close to the human lifeworld” (42-43)
and “situational rather than abstract” (49ff.).

28. The perceived grammmatical peculiarities of the refrain have
been the source of lively critical discussion, and nany studi es of Deor
devote significant space to the issue. For four discussions centering
upon the refrain, see Markland 1972-73, Banerjee 1984, Harris 1987, and
Eri ckson 1977. Harris provides evidence that the refrain may be a
proverb or saying.

Frankis clains that Wil f and Eadwacer has a refrain as well
(1962, 172), as do, e.g., Klinck (1992, 48) and Krapp and Dobbie (1932,
Ivi), although it only occurs twice, irregularly, in the poem The

interpretive difficulties occasioned by the apparently fragnentary
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nature of the poemas well as by its (suggestive?) position just before
the riddles in the Exeter Book, have yet to be resolved. For a sumary
of these difficulties see Klinck 1992, 47-49. For a text of the poem
see Klinck 1992, 92.

29. For further background on Deor and the critical cruces it
presents, see Klinck’s discussion (1992, 43-46).

30. L. Wiitbread has offered the opinion that the reference to
“suppl e sinewbonds” is in fact a reference to the crippling of Wl und
(1956). He states that the physical binding of Welund did not occur
but his evidence is tenuous. In Malone’s note on Wel und and Beaduhi | d,
the sunmary of a Scandi navi an tal e about Wl und includes his binding,
whi ch occurred prior to his being hamstrung (1966, 4-5). See al so Kaske
1963 for notes on ant hropol ogi cal considerations relevant to the words
“be wurman.”

31. See especially Malone's fourth edition of Deor (1966), which
provides a partial recounting of the process by which his final text
was assenbl ed, Stephens 1969, and \Witbread (1940; 1943; 1947; 1963).

32. See Eliason 1965; Kiernan 1975; Malone (1937; 1942; 1966);
Whi t bread 1941; and Norman 1937.

33. In addition to Boren, whose argunent is sunmarized bel ow,
Jeronme Mandel has offered the opinion that Deor functions as an
educational tool utilizing exenplumand refrain. According to Mandel
“Deor does far nore than catal ogue the adversity suffered by others.
There is, in the poem a sliding scale of conplexity and neaning, of
purpose and teaching that fascinates and conpel s” (1977, 9).

34. As long ago as 1942, Kenp Mal one noted that “the subject

matter of each section is peculiar to that section.... Each section is
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compl ete and sul f-sufficient, capable of standing alone as an

i ndependent poeni (1942, 2). Frankis partially supports this view The
Deor - poet, he suggests, “sees these two epi sodes [ Wl und and Beaduhi | d]
not as part of a |logical sequence of events (cause and effect), but
simply as separate exanpl es of human suffering” (1962, 166).

35. As early as 1911, Lawence described Deor as “a veritable
Consol ati o Phil osophi ae of minstrelsy” (23). Tuggle differs, stating
that “Deor cannot rightly be considered a Boethian poenf (1977, 240).

36. It is reasonable to suppose the Alfred was “responsible for”
the transl ati on of Boethius, anong other simlar projects (Keynes and
Lapi dge 1983, 29), whether or not he actually set pen to paper. O
course, the translation begins thus: “King Alfred was the translator of
this book: he turned it fromLatin into English, as it now stands
bef ore you” (Keynes and Lapi dge 1983, 131).

37. For a critique of Markland's treatnent and translation of
Boet hi us, see Bol ton 1972.

38. See Whitbread 1970.

Chapter 2: Chaucer and Lydgate

1. See, e.g., Strohm 1989, pp. 1-46.

2. See Hicks 1995, 12-14.

3. In characteristically lucid fashion, Sinon Wal ker outlines the
maj or positions in the debate on bastard feudalismin his essay
“Lordshi p and Lawl essness in the Pal atinate of Lancaster”:

While earlier witers had no doubt that the

energence of nmagnate affinities -- bands of nen



189

bound to a lord by an indenture of retainer and
a nmoney fee rather than by a heritable fief in
land -- in the early fourteenth century had
destructive consequences for the quality of
public order, their unfavorable judgnents have
now been largely replaced by a nore synpathetic
account of the workings of magnate | ordship,

whi ch portrays the nmedieval affinity as neither
an aberration nor a degeneration fromthe
arrangenents of an earlier age, but, rather, the
| ogi cal successor to them The creation of this
consensus represents, however, only the first
stage in the effort to reach a proper
under st andi ng of the mechanics of lordship in

| ater nedieval England, for it raises a nunber
of secondary questions that have yet to be
resol ved. (2006, 17)

The debate on bastard feudalism seens to have grown nore
contentious over time, as Mchael Hicks's very hel pful overview anply
denonstrates (see, e.g., the summary in Chapter One, 1-42). K B
McFarl ane’s “Bastard Feudalisni is still a classic source and the seed
fromwhich al nost all subsequent schol arship has grown. In Socia
Chaucer, Paul Strohm di scusses bastard feudalismin the context of
Chaucer’s career and art. For a high-level distillation of some of the
nore recent salient issues, see Coss, “Bastard Feudali sm Revised,” and
the response in Carpenter and Crouch, “Debate: Bastard Feudalism

Revi sed,” followed by Coss’ rejoinder, “Bastard Feudali sm Revi sed:
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Reply.”

4. Hicks (1995) provides a good overview of the affinity and its
reliance on political influence and cash (104-08). He al so provides
data on the bastard feudal aristocracy (5-12). Admission to the various
| evel s of the aristocracy “came to be granted only to those capabl e of
living at the appropriate style and by the fourteenth century pronotion
to the higher ranks of the peerage presupposed the attainment of the
qual i fying i ncome” (6).

5. Christine Carpenter 1980, 524. Although Carpenter’s study
anal yzes an affinity in Warwi ckshire, the processes and consequences
she describes are very sinilar to those of other affinities described
by other scholars. “There is no reason to suppose,” she wites, “that
Beauchanp's affinity was in any way uncharacteristic except that it was
perhaps better led than nost” (1980, 514). For purposes of conparison
see Sinon Wal ker’s The Lancastrian Affinity, a nowclassic treatnent of
an affinity to which Chaucer bel onged.

6. Some refining of our assertion of the sinlarities between
Richard Il's affinity and John of Gaunt’s may be desirable. According
to Sinon Wal ker, “although the Lancastrian household was relatively
fixed inits organization, it was, in conparison with the king's,
surprisingly fluid in nenbership.... These changes in nenbership
refl ected the changi ng enphases of John of Gaunt’s policy” (1990, 12).
Al so per \al ker,

the size of Lancaster’s household hel ps to put
into perspective sone of the nore extravagant
contenporary clains about his political and

dynastic anbitions. Although comensurate with
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his dignity as a prince of the royal blood, his
establ i shnent never renotely rivalled the king's
househol d i n nunbers and was clearly never
intended to do so.... Although the duke’'s
househol d... grew in size between 1381 and the
early 1390s, the expansi on was on nothing like
the scale seen in the royal household and was
far fromuniform (1990, 13)

7. See Wl ker 1990, 8. Basing his conclusions on a survey of the
wor k of mnedi eval, Renaissance, and Restoration scholars, M chael H cks
has suggested a classification with six categories, including household
retainers, tenants, officers and counselors, so-called extraordinary
(noble) retainers, liveried retainers, and servants and well-w shers
(1995, 43-68).

8. Sinon Wal ker provides a richly detail ed account of the cohesion
of the Lancastrian affinity (1990, 81-116). Christine Carpenter
comrents at length on the “strong degree of permanence in all the
Warwi ckshire affinities” (1980, 518). In a slight departure, Chris
G ven-WIlson posits a nore fluid situation, citing instances in which
retainers withdrew their backing when they disagreed with their lord
(1987, 82-83). Gven-Wlson wites, “There was no question of blind
loyalty... even to the greatest of magnates. Magnates were just as
dependent on their followers as their followers were on thenf (1987
83).

9. Anpbng others, see Chute 1946, Howard 1987, Pearsall 1992, and,
nost recently, Ackroyd 2004.

10. See Bennett 1992, 9. For an account of the apparent sea change
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at court during Richard Il's reign, see Bennett 1992, 9-10, and Jones
et al. 2003, 9-18.

11. For an account of the conflict between Richard Il and the
Lords Appellant, see especially Saul 1997, 176-204.

12. Chaucer was an esquire in Edward I11’s service beginning in
1367 (Pearsall 1992, 47-48), began doing service in the household of
Ri chard when he assuned the throne on Edward's death in 1377 (Howard
1987, 222ff.), and received an annuity from John of Gaunt from 1374
t hrough 1380, according to records cited by Wal ker (1990, 266).

13. For hel pful accounts of these events, see Saul 1997, 394-434,
and Seward 1987, 1-12.

14. Strohm (1992, 36) and Dillon (2000, 254) both address this
possibility.

15. Terry Jones wites, “Wthout the envoy, it looks nmuch... like
a nunber of other poens witten at about the sane tinme by various
poets, all of which are simlarly hunorous treatnents of noney” (2003,
178).

16. Yeager has witten that Chaucer’s debts and the litigation
bei ng pursued against him “rather than being evidence of Chaucer’s
i mprovi dence, may indicate instead his skill at staying solvent during
dry periods of non-paynent by the crown, which under Richard were
frequent” (2005, 375).

17. Yeager notes, quite believably, that “Penning a fresh ball ade
-- or half-a-dozen -- scarcely seens a daunting task for Chaucer”
(2005, 388).

18. Exanpl es of what we night term “nai nstreanf responses to

Chaucer’s conplaints can be found in a good nunber of sources. Donald
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Howard wites that “While the poemis a classic exanple of a court poet
telling a nonarch what he wants to hear, Chaucer was probably satisfied
that he believed what he said” (1987, 486). O the envoy, Pearsal
wites, “The astuteness and tactful ness of the conplinent is hardly

| ess skilful than the witty punning of the Conplaint itself” (1992,
274). Sumer Ferris substantially concurs with Howard and Pearsall,
witing of the poenmis “tactful ness of tone” and asserting that Chaucer
“flattered his King” (1974, 215-16).

19. For nore on Hoccleve's literary relationship with Chaucer, see
Chapt er Three.

20. Al quotations fromLydgate are fromthe two vol unes of The
M nor Poens, edited by MacCracken, unless otherw se noted.

21. For an exam nation of Hoccleve, Lydgate, and others fromthe
perspective of the “Chaucerian” category, see Pearsall 1966.

22. Pearsall wites, “Wether he actually knew Chaucer personally
is a matter of doubt, and critics on the whole have tended to reject
the possibility” (1970, 63).

23. There are a nunmber of sources that offer nore or |ess conplete
accounts of Lydgate's life. Walter F. Schirmer’s study, published in
1961, is still frequently cited. Al so see Pearsall 1970 and Ebin 1985.

24. See Ebin 1985, esp. p. 5. See also Schirmer 1961, 8-23.

25. W nust be cautious in ascribing propagandistic notivations to
either Lydgate or his patrons, according to Scott-Mrgan Straker
(2006). Straker urges adoption of a stricter definition of propaganda
than is commonly applied by commentators on Lydgate’'s poetic agenda,
and nakes a convincing argunent that a nunber of Lydgate’'s short lyrics

that have been seen as propagandistic in nature may actually be veiled



194

warni ngs to their patrons.

26. Summit includes an overvi ew of Hunphrey, his library, and his
relationship with Lydgate, as does Pearsall (1970, 223-30). A nore
conpr ehensi ve account is given by Vickers in his biography of Hunphrey.

27. Pearsall silently amends McCracken’s version, inserting a
pronoun: “Tokne of nornyng, | weryd clothys blake” (1970 228) (italics
ni ne).

28. See, for exanple, “The Conplaint of the Black Knight” in
Vol ume 2 of McCracken’s edition of the minor poens.

29. Ebin (1985) quotes Feylde and Hawes (140), and al so provides a
useful summary of Lydgate’s imediate literary afterlife (139-42). In
this regard see also Pearsall’s John Lydgate, 1-4, which provides nore
details on Lydgate's tunmble frompopularity after the sixteenth
century. John J. Thonpson’'s (2001) fascinating and detail ed study of
Lydgate’s publication and reception in the sixteenth century, “Reading

Lydgate in Post-Reformation England,” is also notewort hy.

Chapter 3: Hoccl eve: Convention and |Invention

1. For an overview of Hoccleve's reputation over tine, see bel ow
pp. 126ff. See Knapp 2001, 17ff., for a characterization of Hoccleve's
i nportance to historians of nedieval bureaucracy.

2. A handful of biographical treatises on Hoccleve exist, as wel
as any nunber of references ranging froma paragraph to several pages
in surveys of nedieval and fifteenth-century literature (see
especially, in the latter regard, J. A Burrow 1982 and Bennett 1947).

Anong t he nost useful are Jerome Mtchell’s 1968 study, Thonas



195

Hoccl eve: A Study in Early Fifteenth-Century English Poetic. Mtchel
gets, and deserves, credit for keeping a lonely flane burning for

Hoccl eve studies, and it is substantially thanks to his work that the
ongoi ng renai ssance in Hoccl eve schol arship exists. Mtchell’'s work has
aged fairly well and contains a wealth of information that is stil

val uabl e, al though Ethan Knapp has a slightly different view (2001, 9).

Fromthe veritable prehistory of Hoccleve studies cones the
lively, entertaining, often overdrawn portrait of Hoccleve contained in
Furnivall's foreword to his edition of the so-called ninor poens,
originally published in 1892.

Most recently, in 1994, J. A Burrow contributed a succinct, very
up-to-date, and valuable study entitled sinply Hoccl eve, with the
enphasis prinmarily on Hoccleve's life.

I have made use of all these sources and others, including A L.
Brown 1971, Mtchell (1966; 1967), Reeves 1974, Richardson 1986, and
Schul z 1937. Wien there are di sagreenents regarding, particularly, key
dates and chronol ogy | have used J. A Burrow s 1994 study, the nost
recent, to resolve the dil emma when possible.

3. Ceneral histories of the period include details of what is
merely gl ossed here. See, e.g., Seward (1978; 1987) and Barker 2005.

4. For a detailed exploration, see V. J. Scattergood s 1971 study
Politics and Poetry in the Fifteenth Century. See also Strohm (1998;
1999) .

5. The “Address to Sir John Odcastle,” with its detailed
condemation of Lollardy, is found in Furnivall’s edition of the mnor
poens. O Henry's religious orthodoxy, Seward wites, “H's piety was

certainly too conventional for the Lollards” (1987, 42). In reference
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to The Reginent of Princes, Larry Scanlon notes that “Hoccleve
effectively settles the question of dynastic rights by treating it as
if it were already settled” (1990, 232).

6. In his book The Discarded I nage Lewis wote: “The typical vice
[of nedieval literature], as we all know, is dul ness; sheer, unabashed,
prol onged dul ness, where the author does not seemto be even trying to
i nterest us” (1964, 204).

7. In his foreword to the minor poens Furnivall denmeans Hoccl eve
as “too rmuch of a coward... to play football or any other rough gane”
(xxxv), although the poet does have “the nerit of recognizing his
weakness, his folly, and his cowardice” (xxxviii).

8. Details of Furnivall’s life can be found in WIliam Benzie's
(1983) lively and illumi nating biography.

9. One exception is Derek Pearsall, who has witten, without
caveat or qualification, that Hoccleve “knew Chaucer personally” (1966,
222).

10. See Charles R Blyth's “Thomas Hoccl eve’s Gther Master.”
Mtchell’'s (1966; 1968, Chapter 6) comments are also illum nating.

11. See Medcal f's (1981) informed and fascinating di scourse on
literary traditions and our expectations regarding themin his essay
“On Readi ng Books froma Half-Alien Culture.”

12. Mtchell’s services in the revitalization of Hoccleve's
reputati on have been mentioned. John Burrow, who has call ed Hoccl eve
“an interesting and underrated witer” (1982, 41), also deserves credit.

13. In addition to Knapp’'s study, Charles R Blyth’s 1999 edition
of The Regi ment of Princes and N chol as Perkins's book-1ength anal ysis

of the Reginment are particularly noteworthy. Goldie 1999, Myer-Lee
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2001, and Epstein 2003 (180-93) are relevant as well.

14. See particularly J. A Burrow 1994 and A. L. Brown 1971. O her
rel evant sources include Mtchell (1967; 1968), J. A Burrow 2001
Reeves 1974, and Ri chardson 1986

15. These docunents are reproduced in Furnivall’s edition of the
nm nor poens and in an appendix to J. A Burrow s 1994 bi ography of
Hoccl eve. Reeves (1974) devotes substantial space to a discussion of
Hoccl eve’s annuities, his conmments on non-paynent in the poetry, and
t he supporting docunentary evidence.

16. See especially A L. Brown 1971, 265-69, and J. A Burrow
1994, 199-201.

17. Assunptions regarding the veracity and intentions of
Hoccl eve’ s “aut obi ographi cal ” passages are abundant in the critica
literature. For exanple, A L. Brown comments, “A remarkable feature of
his poens... is that they contain a quite unusual anount of
aut obi ographical material” (1971, 270). In discussing sources of
i nformati on on Hoccleve's life, J. A Burrow wites that a “second
source of information is Hoccleve's poetry itself,” but adds this
caveat: “Admittedly, these autobi ographi cal passages are not above
suspi cion” (1994, 189). Mdre recently, Knapp has argued that Hoccl eve's
“work occupies a curious niddle ground between gossip and
aut obi ography” (2001, 18).

18. For discussions of Lollardy and related matters, see
especially Aston 1960. See al so Perkins (2001, 136-37). Knapp’'s
di scussion of the “Address to Oddcastle” as a work of propaganda is
al so useful (2001, 137ff.).

19. For the referenced passages, see Furnivall’'s editions of The
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Regi ment of Princes (Il. 1958-74, 2073-2107, and 4978-98) and the M nor
Poens (pp. Xxx-xxxiv). For Hoccleve's praise of Chaucer at his own
expense, see especially II. 2073-79.

20. See Pearsall (1994, 386), for a fairly conplete catal ogue of
the qualities deenmed desirable in a good prince.

21. Perkins (2001, Plate 1) provides a beautiful full-color
reproduction of the Hoccleve illustration

22. See, e.g., John Burrow 1997.

23. In the editorial apparatus acconpanying his edition of the
M nor Poens Furnivall uses the denomination of a “victorious” Henry to
date the poemto 1415 or 1416, shortly after the overwhel mi ng victory
over the French at Agincourt (Hoccleve 1970, xxi). Since Henry is
referred to as “Kyng,” we can support Furnivall’s supposition so far as
to agree that the poem nust have been witten sonetine after Henry's
coronati on.

24. Anong the docunents pertaining to Hoccleve that survive are a
nunber recording the paynment of annuities, salaries, etc., found in the
“Appendi x of Hoccl eve Docunents” acconpanying Furnivall’s edition of
the M nor Poens (1970, li-Ixxii). Although our ability to determ ne the
success of any given petition is as accurate as our ability to
deternmne the poenis date, it does not seem unreasonable to suppose
that Hoccl eve nust have had sonme success in his petitions.

25. See, for exanple, Hoccleve's “Address to Sir John O dcastle”
in the Mnor Poens for an exanple of this tendency.

26. There is a certain amount of danger in naking too nmuch of the
metrical disruption occasioned by the inclusion of Carpenter’s nane in

the first line. Scholarship on Hoccleve, Lydgate, and other fifteenth-
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century “Chaucerians” is rife with speculation, justifications, and
i mprecations regarding the alleged irregularity of neter. In regard to
Hoccl eve, Mtchell’'s analysis of Hoccleve's neter in Chapter Four of
Thomas Hoccleve: A Study in Early Fifteenth-Century English Poetic is
probably still the best place to begin (1968, 97-109). One m ght
justifiably question whether the erasure in the title is as
consequential as J. A Burrow, for one, has nmade it (1994, 204).

27. See Furnivall’'s edition of the m nor poens, 59nl

28. This designation is reproduced in Furnivall’'s edition of the
m nor poens on page 60.

29. Furnivall gives the “Bal ade and Rowndel” a date of c. 1407
(Hoccl eve 1970, 59), with “The Court of Good Company” assigned a

provenance of sonmetinme in 1410 or |later (Hoccleve 1970, xiiinl).
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