A Rhythmic and Phonologic Study on Chaucer:
With Special Reference to The General Prologue and The Knight’s Tale*
Yue ZHOU

0. Introduction

As a matter of fact, most of the English poems are written with carefully counted syllables and
selected rhymes, for they are supposed to be read aloud. Chaucer’s poems should be no exception.
However, since Chaucer wrote in the so-called “middle English” which is the English before the
Great Vowel Shift, its pronounciation differs greatly from it is today. Still, this should not be a
problem bothering a modern reader, because there are abundant previous studies which explain
Chaucer’s pronouncitation clearly and detailedly. Therefore, instead of treating how to read Chaucer,
this paper will firstly introduce several occasions on which reading is easily misled or confused by
scansion, and then analyse some instances from the perspective of “sound”. All the verses in this
paper, if without special explanations, are cited from the third edition of THE RIVERSIDE
CHAUCER.

1. The Differences Caused by Caesurae

Just as lan Robinson stated, “... scanning is not reading ... [the models of scansion] appear to be
giving advice about reading while really obscuring the essential questions about what metrical
reading is” (1971: 54). Scansion on one hand presents us a clear picture of metre, while at the same
time may confuse the actual reading.

Caesura, which refers to the internal pause of a verse, is of vital importance in reading, for it not
only intensifies the rhythm and keep the balance, but also eases our reading of the long ten- or
eleven-syllabic verses by allowing the time to breathe. While as a matter of fact, most scansions are
based on the texts without caesural marks, which gives birth to the confusions. For example, hiatuses
are supposed to occur between the words in bold in the following instances for the convenience of
metre, for this can not only avoid the conflict of the two subsequent vowels, but also reduce the lines

with one unnecessary syllable so that they can approach to the “regular” iambic pentametre.

* This paper is a modified and enlarged version of my master thesis, “A Rhythmic and Phonetic Study in
Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales”, presented to Graduate School of Letters, Hiroshima University in 2016.
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(1) That réund&d as 4 bélle I out of thd présse.! [AZ. 263]
(2) A Olde Ypocras, | Haly, | and Galyén, [A. 431]

3) Vict(“)rig?, I and as & conquéror to lyven, [A. 916]

(4) Fulfild 5f ire | and of niquitée, [A. 941]

This reasonable practice may seem to be unnatural in reading, because in all those lines caesurae
have to be taken between the two subsequent vowels. These caesurae separate the closely connected
vowels and make it unnecessary and impossible to read them as it is supposed to be in scansion. For
example, in actual reading, since it is allowed by the caesura, the second syllable of the word “ire” in
(4) should be pronounced, while the subsequent “and” may be pronounced as “/ond/” or even “/nd/”
according to the principle of isochronism.” The difference is therefore proved to be obvious, and in
fact, 186 such examples are found even in the first 1,000 lines of the Canterbury Tales, which means
that this is a problem serious enough to require our attention.

Besides, Skeat expects more from the caesura: he puts forward similarly that a caesura allows
extra syllables to be preserved (1927: xxii). But his “extra syllables” include also such ones as “/o/”

of “léver” in:
(5) For him was léver--- hav’ at his béddés héed.

He argues that although the word “lever” in the above line should be scanned as “léver”, it should be
pronounced as two syllables, for the pause gives time to the “-er”, and lists several other examples

(1927: xxii). I totally agree with his opinion, and his statement further proves my proposition.

2. The Confusing Enjambment
Next, as I have discussed caesura which is the pause within a line, the pause at the end should also be
given due attention, for it influences reading as well. It is very natural for us, when reading, to take a

pause at the end of each verse, but it is notable that Chaucer is famous for his skillful technique of

wv o

All the scansions in this paper, if without special note, are my own. is marked above a “non-stressed
syllable”; « ” is marked above a secondarily stressed syllable and « > is marked above a “primarily stressed
syllable”; “I” stands for a caesura. And about caesurae, the following book is referred to: Ruggiers, P. G.
(ed.) (1979) The Canterbury Tales: A Facsimile and Transcription of the Hengwrt Manuscript with Variants
from the Ellesmere Manuscript. Oklahoma: University of Oklahoma Press.

“A” here refers to the “group A” of Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales.

According to the principle of isochronism all the feet should be read with the same period of time; the time
to read the second syllable of “ire” and the time to breathe has to be taken from the subsequent word, i.e.

“and”.
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using enjambment. Enjambment means that no pause should be taken at the end, so theoretically the

enjambed line should be read connectedly with the next. Two instances are necessary here:

(6) For untd swich & worthy man | as hé
Acérdéd nat, | is by his faciiltée, [A. 243-44]

(7) A daggére hangynge on i laas | hidde hé
Aboute his nékke, | undér his &rm adéun. [A. 392-93]

As we can see, the first lines of both exampls have internal caesurae after their eighth syllables:
respectively after “man” and “laas”. A pause at the end, as we often take in reading, will break the
balance and rhythm.

Scansion is necessary here, for it distinguishs the lines with enjambment and assists our reading.
However, as it has been stated, scansion is not reading. Relying too much on scansion will confuse
us as well. The reason is simple: not all the enjambed lines should be read connectedly.

Those enjambed lines with excessive numbers of syllables included between their internal

caesurae, as in the following examples, can hardly be read connectedly:*

(8) Heé wolde | thé sée wére képt for any thyng
Bitwixé Middélburgh | and Oréwélle. [A. 276-77]

(9) Intérmés | hadde hé caas | ind déomés allé
Thit from thé tyme 6f Kyng William | wére falle. [A. 323-24]

Both parts in bold of the above two examples contain fourteen syllables, which are too difficult to be
read at once.

However, under certain conditions, despite the large numbers of syllables included between the
internal caesurae, enjambed lines in scansion should also be enjambed in actual reading. The

following example of two lines in the Book V of Troilus and Criseyde explains this:

(10) Ay is hé réod | to Pandarus hé toldé
His néwé sorwe | and €k his joies 61de, [T C® Book V. 557-58]

Here, Troilus found a cause to go to Criseyde’s house after she was gone, but he was so sad to see the
quenched lantern and the closed cold door, that he lamented and rode to Pandarus to tell him his new

sorrow and old joy. Although it would not be wrong to neglect the enjambment and take a pause after

* I consider it as a defect of Chaucer’s iambic pentametre poems.
* TC represents Troilous and Criseyde.
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“t61d€”, it is definitely better to read the eleven syllables “t6 Pandarus hé t6ldé His néwée sorwe”
continuously. There are three main reasons for this: firstly, reading the eleven syllables continuously
can represent the very way that Troilus spoke in wrathfulness and frustration when he panted all his
new sorrow out; or in other words, the stifling feeling of reading these many syllables may help us to
understand Troilus’s painful heart better. Secondly, these eleven syllables form a contrast with the
seven syllables “and €k his joies 61d€”, which may indicate that the “new sorrow” is even “longer” or
“more” than the “old joy”. Thirdly, reading them continuously can give birth to an anapest in “t6ld€

=9

His néwe” so that the adjective “néw€” can be strong enough to be parallelized with the rhyming

=9

word “61d€” and the tempo of the verse can be accelerated. All these factors stated above mean that

we should take advantage of enjambment when it is necessary to improve our reading.

3. Flexibility is Needed in Reading
That reading should not be done completely according to scansion can also be proved by the fact that

’ N
[T 1) [T L)

or are not

[334R2]

those syllables marked by are not necessarily weak and those marked by

necessarily strong. lambic pentametre lines have ten positions. The odd positions are supposed to be
filled by non-stressed syllables and the even ones by the stressed syllables; but even a master like

Chaucer cannot avoid putting a syllable which is supposed to be strong in an odd position or a weak

L]

one in an even position. For instance, “lay” with a non-stressed mark in the following line should be

read more intensively than the stressed syllables “it” and “in”:
(11) Withoutén hire, if it lay in his myght. [A. 538]
And “Er” below should not be weaker than “it”:
(12) Er it wére day, ds was hir wone t6 do, [A. 1040]
Similarly, “This” should be stronger than “was” in reading:
(13) This was thé forward, pléynly for t” éndite, [A. 1209]
“Lat” below is not weak at all:
(14) Lat hym b€ war! His nékké lith to wédde. [A. 1218]

And “Who” actually should also be read as a stressed word:
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(15) Whé sérwéth now biit wofiil Palaméun, [A. 2652]

In any ways, scansion is doubtlessly important, but it is not flexible enough, because it is supposed to
be “objective”,® while reading should be based on our own comprehension of the verses and

therefore is “subjective”. We should refer to scansion and should at the same time free our reading.

4. The Sound of Chaucer’s Verses
As it has been stated above, poems are written to be read aloud. As a master who is called “the father
of English poetry”, Chaucer must also have concentrated his efforts on the sound of his poems in
addition to their meanings. Analyses aimed to discover the artistry of his “sound” are carried out.
Sanki Ichikawa and Tamotsu Matsunami (1987) present all the lines with phonetic symbols. Their
study is referred to in this senction, but since it is based on a different manuscript and is to some
extent obsolete, there are many places amended according to my own consideration. Besides,
Hakuson Ishii (1976) gives a detailed explanation of what he calls the “tone-colour”, which means
the symbol of each sound. His work is also a help to this section.

The opening six lines of General Prologue are quoted here with their phonetic symbols, as they

are believed to be fine materials for exploring Chaucer’s techniques in his use of sound.

(16) Whan that Aprill with his shoures soote
V7 far/ fal fa:/ il il i) ol Jol 1o:d 1ol
C: /aw/ /n/ /6/ 1t/ Ip/ 112/ Iwl 18/ [(h)/ s/ [f] It/ Is] /s/ It/

As we can see, even the first three vowels reflect the author’s excellent attainments: they share the
same base “/a/”, but with different lengths: “/a’/” in “whan” is half-long, “/a/” in “that” is short and
“/a:/” in “Aprill” is long. They deliver an image of “broad and bright” and open the poem grandly.
Subsequently come three “/i/’s” with different intensities as well. The “/i/” in “Aprill” is the weakest
of them all, because it not only occupies a non-stressed position, but is followed by the long liquid
“/1:./” as well. Strictly, it should be pronounced “[i-]”. The vowel /i/ in “with” is the strongest of them,
as it occupies a stressed position and its consonant echoes the initial stressed “whan”. Compared to
this, “/i/” in “his”, although weak, is the second strongest of the three. The vowel “/i/” as in “bit”,
»8.

“little”, “mini” conveys a feeling of “mild and gentle””: it may indicate the rain. Next comes the long

vowel “/u:/” with an image of “deep” and the line rhymes with “/o:/”, which is called the most

5 T consider it to be “objective” because it is ideally supposed to be so, but actually we can find many
scholars “subjectively” make some changes to approach the verses to certain forms.

T «y” stands for “vowels” and “C” below for “consonants”.

8 All the sound symbols in this section are quoted from or referred to Ishii (1976: 153-56).
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sonorous sound. Besides, the consonants are also “mild and tender”, for most of the consonants are

voiceless.

(17) The droghte of March hath perced to the roote,
V:/of lui/ e/ fai/ fal e:/ 1ol 1o/ 1o/ 131/ 1o/
C: /0/ /dx/ /x/ It/ /f] i/ [/ ItfT /h/ 18/ fpl [x/ [s/ /Al 1t 18/ el It/

Since “/a/” in “hath” should be pronounced as “[4]”, which is quite similar to “/o/”, and all the other
vowels in the weak positions are schwas, that is, “/o/”, the stage of this line is left to the stressed
vowels and some of the consonants. The “/u:/” in “droughte” echoes the one in “shoures”, and
emphasizes the impression of “deep”. “March” with the same strong “/a:/” is in contrast with
“Aprill”, and “perced”, followed by the sonorous “/o/” in “to” and “/o:/” in “roote”, is given an
image of “vigorous and energetic”’. Many voiced consonants and those which are voiceless but
fricative (“/0/”, “/f/”, “/h/>, “/6/”, “/s/”, “/8/") and the affricative (“/tf/”’) indicate the way in which the

rain touches things and penetrates into the ground.

(18) And bathed every veyne in swich licour
V:/al fa:/ o/ fel 1if fei/ i/ i/ 11/ hu:/
C:/nd/ /b/ /8/ /d/ v/ v/ v/ n/ I/ [swi 1T IV Tkd e/

(19) Of which vertu engendred is the flour;
V: /ol 1il 1a/ 1/ fel fe:/ [al /il 1ol ha:/
C: /fl lnw/ 1tfJ v/ /el It/ la/ /d3/ n/ /de/ /A [s/ 18/ 1£1 1V Txd

Diphthongs first appear in these two lines: “/ei/” in “veyne” and “/iu/” in “vertu”. Both words begin
with “v”, which is called the most beautiful consonant. These two words echo each other and reflect
the intimacy of both lines. Besides, “bathed” with the same intensive vowel “/a:/” as “Aprill” and
“March” declares that it is the key word of the line, and its plosive “/b/” endows the word with
impetus. Moreover, many clusters appear here: “/nd/”, “/sw/”, “/t[/”, “/hw/”, “/tf/”, “/d3/”, “/dt/”,

indicating the variety of the flowers.

(20) Whan Zephirus eek with his sweete breeth
V:/al el il lwl [el il i le:] 1af [e:/
C: /hw/ /n/ /z/ 11 /x/ Is/ Ik/ 1w/ 10/ [(h)/ /s/ [swi /t/ /br/ /6/

Whether it is an accident or a deliberate arrangement by Chaucer, the vowels of this line are
extremely interesting. If we consider only the degree of the opening of our lips when we read them,

we can find that the degree decreases generally in the first four vowels: “/a/” is bigger than “/e:/”
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which is bigger than “/i/”, and “/i/” is bigger than the close lip-rounding “/u’/”. On the other hand,
the degree increases generally in the last four vowels: “/i/” is smaller than “/e:/” which is smaller
than “/o/”, and “/o/” is smaller than “/e:/”. As to the two vowels in the middle, “/e/” is bigger than
“/i/”. Tt is not excessive to say that those movements of lips symbolize those of the “west spring wind”
which blew from mountains to valleys, from plains to plateaus and from grasslands to forests. The
clusters “/sw/” and “/br/” indicate that the wind is sometimes “soft” and “silent”, but it sometimes

“bursts”.

(21) Inspired hath in every holt and heath
V: A/ i el fal fil lel i 19/ al [e:/
C:/n/ /sp/ /x/ [d/ /(h)/ 10/ In/ v/ e/ /W /nd/ /h/ 76/

The reader’s eye is caught by the alliteration of “holt and heeth” in this line, the author’s use of the
glottal fricative sound “h” is consummate here, for it vividly represents the sound of the “Zephyr”.
With the help of the most sonorous vowel “/o:/”, the zephyr in “holt” sounds powerful, while in
“heeth”, with the function of “/e:/”, the wind sounds gentler. Therefore, even in similar places like
“holt” and “heeth”, the wind is differently portrayed by the author.

Apart from the “holt and heeth” above, there are many other examples of alliteration, which can
illustrate the exquisiteness of the author’s use of sound. According to Baum, “Chaucer employs
alliteration in all its varieties, seldom as a mere ornament laid on for conspicuous effect, often subtly
without drawing attention to it. Too much of it, along with rime, would be oppressive. But
everywhere, whether obvious or concealed, whether deliberate or accidental, it adds prosodic color
and interest” (1961: 58-59). He is right: Chaucer’s alliteration is so subtle as to be necessarily treated
seriously and read carefully. In the following part, I would like to analyse some of the representative
examples.

Among all the consonants, Chaucer seems to have alliterated with “s’s” most frequently in the

specimen. Although many examples are found, only one is to be introduced here.

(22) Up spryngén spérés twénty foot on hights;
Out goon thé swérdés as thé silvér brights; [A. 2607-08]

The use of the cluster “sp(r)” in this first line of the example is an artful choice: “/s/” is originally a
weak sound, as in “silent”, which gives a feeling of “cold and calm”. It is voiceless, but fricative.
The consonant “/p/” is also a voiceless sound, and thefore it is sometimes gentle as in “sleep”. But
when it comes subsequently after “/s/”, as in this example, it becomes plosive. Therefore, “sp” itself

conveys a nuance of “to burst from silence” which coincides with the meaning of the verse that “the
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spears spring up twenty feet high”. The “r” after “sp” in “spryngen” which moderates the “explosive
force” has the function of giving a slow motion of the scene. “s’s” in the line below is either
followed by a voiced semivowel “/w/” or a vowel “/i/”” and therefore, transmits its original nuance of
“cold”. Hence, the meaning here is interesting: although the light emitted by the sword is “bright”, it
is “cold”. On the other hand, since “/s/” is fricative, it is suitable here to indicate the friction
produced by the sword, pulled out from the scabbard.

Another example I wish to analyse is one which alliterates with “w’s”:

(23) “I, wrécchg, which thit wépe dnd waylé this,
Wais whilom wyf t6 kyng Cappanéus, [A. 931-32]

This is the scene in which the women wept and wailed, begging Theseus to avenge their husbands.
The woman’s grief and indignation were expressed not only by the content of her speech, but also by
the way she acted and the “sound” she uttered. The “sound” is the key here: Chaucer ingeniously
used the repetition of “/w/”. As a matter of fact, “/w/” is a sound with an image of “dispirited and
discouraged”. Except for “/d/” which is “dark and heavy”, “/w/” is the most suitable sound I can
think of to express the woman’s lament. Besides, using the rhyming sound “/u:/” is also clever, for
“/u:/” itself has a color of “sadness” as it resembles the sound of crying.

The following artful line is one with two alliterations:
(24) With myghty maces thé bonés they tobrésté. [A. 2611]

This line with the brief meaning of “they shatter the bones with mighty maces™ depicts one scene of
the battle. The first alliteration with “m’s” gives a “calm” picture, as if the fierce battle returned to
peace at that moment, for “/m/” is a sound of “gentle and mild”. The consonant “/m/” in “myghty” is
followed by “/i:/”, while in “maces” it is followed by a more sonorous “/a:/” which may indicate that
the battle escalated. And the second alliteration with the plosive “/b/’s” shows that the battle burst
fiercely again, for “/b/” in “bones” is succeeded by the most sonorous sound “/2:/”. Moreover, “/t/”
in “tobreste” as in “river” indicates something “liquid”, and “/b/” and “/r/” together indicate
“something liquid flowed out”. The liquid here, certainly, should be the blood. Besides, since the
trisyllabic word is the one with the most syllables of the alliterated words and of the line, it can be
read as implying that the battle became white-hot.

The next instance is the line immediately following the one above.

°  All the translations in this paper are mine.
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(25) Hé thargh thé thikkéste of thé throng gan thréste; [A. 2612]

This line describes the scene in which a man “began to thrust through the thickest of the throng”
during the battle. The use of the “th” sound “/0/” is exquisite. The four words with primary stresses
with “th” are actually divided into two groups by “of” with a secondary stress in the middle. In
“thurgh” and “thikkeste” the “th’s” are followed by vowels, that is, “/u’/” and “/i/”, while their
counterparts “throng” and “threste” are followed by the same consonant “/r/”. As has been
mentioned above, “/u’/” itself in “thurgh” delivers an image of “deep” or “going inside” and the
fricative “/x/” at the end of this word gives a feeling that “something is blocked”. Similarly, in
“thikkeste”, “/01/” is followed by the “firm and solid” long consonant “/k:/”, which indicates that the
“throng is really thick” so that “to thrust through is not an easy thing”. However, in the second pair
the approximant “/r/” after the “th’s” indicates that although it was strenuous, the man finally went
through the throng. In addition, it is interesting to note that when we pronounce the sound “/6/” we
put our tongue between our teeth, which feels as if the tongue is struggling to thrust out from the
teeth, and that this movement coincides with that of the man.

With the hope of presenting a more detailed picture of Chaucer’s alliteration, some more

instances are listed below without detailed explanations.
(26) A shitén shéphérde and & cléné shéep. [A. 504]

(27) Thér shyverén shaftés upon shéeldés thikke; [A. 2605]
(Lines alliterating “sh’s”.)

(28) A 16vyere and 4 lusty bachélor, [A. 80]
(A line alliterating “1’s”.)

(29) A manly man, t5 béen in abbot able. [A. 167]
(Two alliterations, one with “m’s” and another with “ab’s”. )

(30) Al ful of frésshé flourés, whyte and réedé. [A. 90]

(31) Faire in a féeld, thér as h& thoughte to fighte. [A. 984]
(Lines alliterating “f’s”.)

(32) In this viage shal téllg talés twéyé [A. 792]
(A line alliterating “t’s”.)

(33) And for to maké yow thé méoré miry, [A. 802]
(A line alliterating “m’s”)
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(34) With hunte and horn and houndés hym bisydé. [A. 1678]
(A line alliterating “h’s”.)

(35) Out brést thé blood with stidrne strémés rédé; [A. 2610]
(A line alliterating different consonant clusters.)

5. Final Remarks

It is universally acknowledged that Chaucer should be read aloud. Although scansion is important, it
should be considered no more than an assistance to reading. Since no one can read without taking
pauses, the importance of the caesura cannot be over-emphasized. It is notable that Chaucer’s
caesura should not be treated rigidly, because just as Ten Brink has stated, Chaucer’s caesura is
moveable (1901: 218). Take the 424th line of the General Prologue as an example: although

Hengwrt’s manuscript puts the caesura after the fourth syllable as,
(36) Andn hé yaf | thé siké man his boots,

it should never be wrong if we adopt the caesura as in (37) in actual reading:
(37) Anén | hé yaf thé siké man | his boots.

(36) is good in terms of balance, but (37) draws the audience’s attention to the key words “anon” and
“boote” so that they can catch the meaning precisely. Both of them are right and we can choose
according to our own needs. Moreover, as | have stated above, one can intensify a syllable in a weak
position or weaken one in a strong position to meet the requirements of logic or content. All these

mean that, as long as it is right, we can take advantage of scansion and read in a relatively free way.
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