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GeOFFfREY CHAUCER

Porn, lsondon, c. 1340
Pied, Westminster, 25 October 1400

The Minor Pogms

To Rosegmounde: 11 Balade
The Complegnte unto Pite
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On Hpril 274, 1891, . W. Skeat discovered in the Bodleian kibrarg an
unknown pogm by Chaucer. Two dagys later, the discovery was reported
to the library and scholarly world in the Wthenacam of pril 4™, 1891,
wherg oRgat printgd thg complgtg pogm with manuscript and tgxtual
notegs, which heg had inscribed To Rosgmounde. 1 facsimilg of the Mo
page, accompaniegd by a diplomatie rgprint of the text, was included in
Twelve Facsimiles of Old €nglish Manuscripts, published by Skeat in
1892, and in 1894 theg pogm was entitled To Rosemounde: 11 Balade.
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[t grists ong singlg Mo of Rosgmounde, written on a flylegaf at the gnd of
the Bodlcian MS Rawlinson Pogt. 165, fol. 1i4r. The Rosemounde
facsimilg is a littlg bit darker than theg original. Two grrors werge finded:
Tristram for Tristam and secounde for secunde (1. 20). In the facsimilg
transeript of 1892 the former appears as Tristam, the secounde remains
gqual. Conversely, the reading jiocunde (1. 5) is errongously regndered

iocounde in theg facsimilg transeript, but corrgetly in theg Mo notes.
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To Rosgmoundg: 1 Balade
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1t the foot of the last stanza is written in a differgnt, much larger hand
TREGENTI - CHUAUCER, the two words bging approximately two inchegs
apart; seribblgd upwards on the right arg the unintelligiblg: odgod ol olord.
The eolophon is identical with that at the gnd of the Troilus on fol. 113v, gxegpt
for the fact that the latter has, between Tregentyll and Chaucer, the words,
“heer egndith the book of / Troglus and of Cressegde.” In the 1thenacum Skeat
suggested that Tregentil was the namg of the seribe, and regstated this opinion
still morg emphatically in The Complete Works. Other scholars, who beligve
that by Tregentil the scribg probably wished to convey a compliment to the
pogt, have segriously qugstioned it, but Skeat didn’t agree at all.
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What is a ballad? Is Chaucer’s To Rosgmounde: 11 Balade a standard
ong?

from the Oxford English Pictionary :

) 1 pogm or song narrating a story in short stanzas. Traditional

ballads arg typically of unknown authorship, having bgen passed on

orally from ong ggngration to theg next.

2) 11 slow sgntimgntal or romantic song.
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To Rosgmoundg: 1 Balade

T
We arg in front of a fgpical ballad which consists of 3
stanzas, gach ong composgd of 8 lings riming

(ababbebe). (11s0, ¢cach stanza closgs with the same ling:

“Though yg to meg neg do no dallianceg”

[Though you do not to have a dallianeg with mg]

o CTONNN




To Rosgmoundg: d Balade

R
Pefinition of Comedy in Medigval Timegs: the conventional medigval
gtgmological dgfinition of the lbatin word comedia gxplainegd it as a rusfic
song, dgaling in a low vocabulary and styleg with peasant life. Chauecer’s
practicg of comedy in €nglish dgpendegd on his familiarity with comie
texts in Fregnch, Flgmish, Latin and Italian; he also gntertaingd himself
and his gntourage by gxpegrimenting with comie writing and ong of his
most innovativg comice tgxts, sgen against thg background of serious
(% lovg pogtry, in his comic parody of a lover complaint in his ballad To

Q

Rosemounde.
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To Rosgmoundg: 1 Balade
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Madame, ye ben of al beautg shryng
Ws fer as cereled is the mapamoundg,
For as the cristal glorious ye shyne,
1nd lyke ruby ben your chgkes rounde.
Therwith gg ben so meryg and so jocoundg
That at a revel whan that | sgg you dauneg,
It is an ogngmgent unto my woundg,
Thogh ye to me ng do no daliaunce.
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To Rosgmoundg: 1 Balade
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For thogh | wepe of tergs ful a tyne,

Jet may that wo mygn herte nat econfoundg;
Jour sgmy voys that yg so smal out twgng
Makgth my thoght in joy and blis haboundeg.
&0 curtaysly [ go with lovg boundg
That to myself [ sgy in my pgnauneg,
"Suffyseth me to love you, Rosgmounde,
Thogh ye to me ng do no daliaunce."
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Nas nguer pyk walwed in galauntgng
As | in lovg am walwed and ywoundg,
For which ful ofte I of myself dgvyng
That | am trew Tristam the sgcounde.
My lovg mag not refreyde nor affoundg,
[ brgnng ayg in an amorous plgsaunce.
Po what gou lyst, | wyl gour thral be foundg,

Thogh ye to me ne do no daliaunce.
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)

A
'Laﬂ‘h /

* Madame, yg ben of al beaute shryne/ 18 fer as cercled is the mapamounde,/ For
as the eristal glorious yeg shyng/ ¥nd lyke ruby bgn your echegkegs roundg.

Chauecegr makgs a vivid, original comparison bgtwggn a woman’s body and a
mappamandi. Thg use of mappagmandi reflgcts the kKnowlgdge as well as the view
of theg world. It is clgar from his poegm that Chaucer had considered a world map to
usg it megtaphorically, by recalling thg contgmplativg and ¢ducational functions of

the mappamaundi ggnrg in medigval Christian culturg.
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To Rosgmoundg: 1 Balade

G0
“ Nas neuer pgk walwed in galauntgng/ As | in lovg am walwegd and gwounde,/For

which ful ofte | of myself devygng/That I am trew Tristam the sgcounde.

Chaueer’s ingpt lover-persona compargs himself to a hooked and cooked fish: he
is gvgn morg hopelgssly wound up in love than a pike gngulfed in galanting sauce.
Why a pike? PMlagbg because it suggdests his frustrated desirg, for the pikeg has a
very largg mouth that, whegn open, gives it a voracious look. {fter this grotgsquely
comie analogy, the ingpt lover incongruously bursts into an inflated comparison

betwegen himsglf and Tristan, ong of the greatest lovers of medigval romanece.
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The Compleynte unto Pite

o W,
MsS. Bodl. 638 (Medigval Manuscripts in Oxford Librarg)
Summary Catalogug no.: 2078

Chaucgr, Lydgate, Hoccleve, ¢te.; €England, i5th eentary, third quarter, 6. (fol.
46)
Rubrie: The complagnte vnto Pyte

Physical Pgscription
Form: codex Support: parchment, paper Extent: i + 220 Igaves
Pimensions (Igaf): 8.25 = 6 in. Pecoration: colouregd capitals.
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The Compleygnte unto Pite
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Origin: 15th egntury, third quarter ; €nglish

Provenance and {equisition: therg is mauch scribbling, with the
jollowing namgs (among others) of the 16th cent.: Richard Becher (joll.
17, 159), James tlgdington (fol. 83v), Hlumfrey Flemyng (fol. 214, ef. 127,
162), fIntony Shegrington in lgmsster (lsgominister), 1563 (fol. 36v, cf.
144v), John Smart (fol. 191), . Pot (foll. 193v, 194r): 'Gyl: {Istley" (front i
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cover). Ipparegntly acquirgd between 1613 and 1620.
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The Complegynte unto Pite
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Chaueer's The Complaint unto Pity has a sophisticated artistry and
suggegstivgngss that invitg attgntion and challgnge analysis. Blost
commentators, howgver, tgnd to undervalug thg pogm seging it only
superficially as a frigid gxercise in the courtly lovg modg. decording to
the few litgrary critics wg havg, it has two main aspgcts: an allggorical
surfacg, the situation that thg pogm purports to pregsent, and what is

o reallg about. To distinguish thosg two acegptations we can call the first

Q

apparent plot and the sgcond real plot.
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The Compleynte unto Pite

(G )

Pite, that [ have sought so yorg agoo
With hertg soorg and ful of bgsy pegyne,
That in this world was ngver wight so woo
Withoute deth-- and gf | shal not fegne,
My purpos was to Pitg to complegyng
Upon the crugltge and tirannge

Of lsovg, that for my troutheg doth meg dye.
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[

B
1’\ ° 3}. )

{Ind when that I, be lgngthe of egrteyng yeres,
Had gvere in oon a tymg sought to speke,
To Pitee ran | al bgspregnt with teres
To praygen hir on Cruglte meg awrgke.

But gr | myghte with ang word outbrgke
Or tellgn any of my peygngs smerte,

[ fond hir ded, and barigd in an herte.
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The Compleynte unto Pite
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The aim of Chaueer is to gvoke a situation degscribable in other terms, but 2
thg appargnt plot, whgn econsidered in isolation, is very difficult to graming
to find the real significanceg. The real plot of the pogm has two facgts: the
human situation obliquely gvokegd and thg gramination of a theme
suggested by it. The situation gmbedded in thg pogm sggms reasonably
clgar: theg pogt is probably both recounting an unsucegssful interview with
his lsady and regngwing his suit. {t the same timeg, howgver, Chauecer is

gxploring the naturg and importaneg of compassion.

(L7 ) SYe b Ty
x x*dc
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Mboutg hir hersg therg stoden lustely,
Withoutegn any woo as thoughte me,
Bounteg parfyt, wel armed and richgly,
1nd fresshe Beaute, lust, and Jolyte,
dssured Mangr, Youthe, and Hongste,
Wisdom, €staat, Prede, and Governaunce,
Confedred both by hondg and alliaunceg.
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The Compleynte unto Pite
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The various human characteristics he confers to Pity arg both physical
(Beaute and Youthe), of mind and disposition (Bounte, Lust, Jolgte,
floneste, Wisdom, Prede), and somg qualitics of bghaviour and rank
(Estaat, 1Issured Maner, Governaunce). Theg pogt then points out that no
petition can suceged without compassion, which is thg erown of all
virtugs, and later, whilg on thg courtly love Igvel rgcognising that thesg
virtugs unmixed with rgsponsivgngss protect his lbady against him, heg

returns to the idea that without compassion human bgings arg soullgss.
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The Compleynte unto Pite
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The signification of Pity is not fixed: sometimes it may be identified with the /£
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physical prgsence of the lsady, but in a contrast within sgxual rgsponsivegngss
or gmotion that “appgars” in sgging her. The gmotional coursg has a
particular valug. of coursg, though Chaucer magy depict himself as the helplgss
prgy of love, hg dogs not megan that hg wants to gscapg jrom its bondagge,
rather that his lbady should modify her attitude of sexual indiffergneeg to him
(her Cruglty); this is the reason for the transition in the apparegnt plot from a
complaint about ove to ong about Cruglty. The poet is not merely plaging
with differgncg mganing of Pity, but hg gmphasizes, gven if in a dglibegrately
hypgerbolical way, the significanceg and naturg of thg gmotion.
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The Billg (The Bill of Complaint)
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In the Bill of Complaint, Chaucger is concerned with the relation of compassion
to the other virtugs in turn, but the courtly love glgment predominates,
beecausg he is now dirgctly addressing Pity, making use of its dual mganing
with gregat complerity, lgaving it to the rgader to degcidg which mganing of Pity
is uppermost. In the last four stanzas Chaucgr maKkgs the very plea to the lsady
dirgetly, that hg had pretgnded to beg unableg to make, and consgqugntly herg
Pity is primarily idgntified with her. Chaucer usegs thg conventional language
o of eourtly love with littlg suggestion of an undgrlying meganing in the closing

Q stanzas.
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The Billg (The Bill of Complaint)
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Humblgst of herte, highgst of reveregneg,

Benygne flour, coroung of vertugs allg,

Shegweth unto gourg rial gregllgnee

Jourg sgrvaunt, gf [ durstg me so callg,
Hys mortal harm in which hg is yfallg,
MInd noght al oonly for his gvel fare,

But for your rgnoun, as he shal declarg.
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The Billg (The Bill of Complaint)
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Hit stondeth thus: your contraire, Cruglteg,
Allyed is ayenst your regalye
Under colour of womanly Beaute--
for men shuldg not, 1o, knowg hir tirannyg--
With Bounte, Gentilgsse, and Curtgsye,
MInd hath dgpryved gow now of your placg
That hyghte 'Beaute apertgnant to Grace.'
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The Billg (The Bill of Complaint)
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My peyng is this, that what so [ degsire
That have I not, ng nothing 1yk therto;
Mnd gver s¢tteth Pesir myn hert on fire.
€Rke on that other syde where so [ goo,
What mangr thing that magy gnergsg my woo,
That have | redy, unsoght, gvergwhere;
Mg lakketh but my deth and than my here.
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The Billg (The Bill of Complaint)
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The casg of Middlg €nglish literature requirgs, above all, a sympathetie
understanding of theg valugs dgar to medigval writers togethegr with an
appreciation of the possibilitics of litgrary modegs and genregs that arg no
longer carrgnt. In this poem, Chaucgr used personification allggory
percegptively and said somgthing that is both intgregsting and trug about the
virtug of pity. decording to the opinion summarised in The Riverside Chaucer
it is artificial and therefore must have been written when Chaucer was still

Iearning his craft; it is derivative, although no gxact souree has been found.
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The Billg (The Bill of Complaint)
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‘Writing pogtry’ is an unnataral act, so weg should not beg disappointed to find
‘artificiality” in a pogm, gspecially ong writtgn in a dgmanding verseg form, theg
rhygme rogal stanza (which Chaucer actually adopted affer hg had Igarned his craft)
and in thg modg of an allggorical story. Personification allggory is and has always
begegn an unusually artificial ggnre. Maygbge the real reason why Chaucer’s Complaint
anto Pitg has not bgen well liked is theg modern prejudice against allggory per se.

But natheles get my trouthe I shal sustene Unto my deth, and that shal wel be sene’ 3
(7 N, ¥
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