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GEOFFREY CHAUCER
ca. 1340-1400

Mediev-l social theory held that society was made up of three “estates”
nobility, composed of a small hereditary aristocracy, whose mission on ea
was to rule over and defend the body politic; the church, whose duty was to |
after the spiritual welfare of that body; and everyone else, the large mass of co
moners who were supposed to do the work that provided for its physical needs.
the late fourteenth century, however, these basic categories were layered into co
plex, interrelated, and unstable social strata among which birth, wealth, professi
and personal ability all played a part in determining one’s status in a world that
rapidly changing—economically, politically, and socially. Chaucer's life and
works, especially The Canterbury Tales, were profoundly influenced by these
Agrowing and prosperous middle class was beginning to play increasingly imports
roles in church and state, blurring the traditional class boundaries, and it was
this middle class that Geoffrey Chaucer was born.
e haucer was the son ofa prosperous wine merchant and probably spent his
0od in the mercantile atmosphere of London’s Vintry, where ships docked
wines from France and Spain. Here he would have mixed daily with people
sorts, heard several languages spoken, become fluent in French, and re
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spartment over one of the gates in
the city wall, probably as a perquisite
of the customs job. He served as a
{ustice of the peace and knight of the
“hire (the title given to members of
parliament) for the county of Kent
(1385-86) where he moved after giv-
ing up the controllership. As clerk of
the king's works (1389-91), Chaucer
was responsible for the maintenance
of numerous royal residences, parks,
and other holdings; his duties
included supervision of the con-
struction of the nave of Westminster
Abbey and of stands and lists for a
celebrated  tournament staged by
Richard 11. While the records show
Chaucer receiving many grants and
annuities in addition to his salary for
these services, they also show that at
times he was being pressed by credi-
tors and obliged to borrow money

These activities brought Chaucer
into association with the ruling
nobility of the kingdom, with Prince
Lionel and his younger brother
John of Gaunt, duke of Lancaster,
England’s most powerful baron dur-
ing much of Chaucer's lifetime; with
their father, King Edward; and with Edwards grandson, who succeeded to the
throne as Richard I1. Near the end of his life, Chaucer addressed a comic Complaint
10 His Purse to Henry IV—John of Gaunt’s son, who had usurped the crown from his
cousin Richard—as a reminder that the treasury owed Chaucer his annuity. Chau-
cer's wife, Philippa, served in the houscholds of Edward’s queen and of John of
Gaunt's second wife, Constance, daughter of the king of Castile. A Thomas Chau-
cer, who way probably Chaucer’s son, was an eminent man in the next generation,
and Thomas's daughter Alice was married successively to the earl of Salisbury and
the duke of Suffolk. The gap between the commoners and the aristocracy would
thus have heen bridged by Chaucer's family in the course of three generations,

None of these dosuments contains any hint that this hardworking eivil servant
wrote poetry, although poetry would certainly have been among the diversions cul-
thvsted at English courts in Chaucers youth. That poetry, however, would have
been in French, which still remained the fashionable language and literature of the
Englibbuistooracy; whose culture i mony ays hatt mors i commat iR of
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Middle-class Prosperity. Jan van Eyck, The
Arnolfini Portrait, 1434. Note the way the
religious elements of the scene are secondary to
the

ine, rich qualities of fabric represented here.
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