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CHAUCER.

painting of him, of which Mr. Godwin has
given an engraving in his second volume,

The works of Chaucer are very voluminous;
consisting, besides several prose treatics, of
his famous Canterbury tales, a poemn extend-
iag to above 17,000 lincs, not including the
portion of which the genuineness is doabted,
or the parson’s tale, which is in pro.c; the
Romaunt of the Rose, & translation from the
French of William de Lorris, of which there
are nearly 8,000 lines; the po:m of Troilus
and Cressida, in five books; the louse of
Fame, in three books; and many minor picces.
Nearly all these productions arve rich in beauty,
and there is in truth hardly one constituent of
the poetical character with which the writings
he has left behind him do not prove him to
have been splen lidly endowed.  If you deem
the essence of genuine poetry to consist in that
sublimity and soaring gran:deur of conception
which delights in escaping f:om the real world
altogether, and luxuriating only amoag the
brighter hues and more varied forms of
fiction, call up, with Milton, “him who left
half-told, the story of Cambuscan the bold,”
or go {o the magnificent and finished deli-
neations of the Knight's tale, to the picture of
Lycurgus, “The great king of Thrace, who
like a Griflin looked about,” or to the desolate
horrors of the forest where “stool the temple
of Mars armipotent,” and the statuce of the
god of war himself, with

“oPhie wolf that steod befvre him at his feet,
With eyes blood-red, and of v man did eat.?”

Or, if you would linger over the scenery of a
fairy land of gentler aspect and softer fascina-
tion, when from among many other examples
of the same florid warmth of conception and
honied cloquence, which might be quoted from
the older productions of thisauthor, we name
only an allegory of the Flower and Leaf, can
we refer to any other delineation .tlmt poctic
inspiration ever prompied, more richly gilded
with all the sweetest hues and radiances of
poctry 2 Still, howe 7, it isin giving forceful
utterance to the passions and affections of the
human heart that thisgreat poet is ever great-
cst.  In simple, but yet most soul-subduing
pathos, wiat writer of any age shall take pre-
cedence of him to whom we owe—passing
over many other almost cqually touching de-
lincations—the two tales of Constance and
Grisclda, the last of which in particular is a
creation of almost stain'ess and perfect beauty ¢
But it is his admirable tact in describing and
exposing the ridiculous in human character,
that constitutes p. rhaps theattribute of Chau-
cer’s genius in which he stands most alone.
In humour, indeed, in satire, in rich and some-
times almost riotous jollity, in short, in comic
power, by whatever name it may be called, it
1s hardly too much to affirm that he never has
been cqualled.  We cannot enumcrate the

many passages throughout his writings that

might be quoted in illustration of this part of
his poetic character; but we would refer gen-
erally to the prologucs intersperscd among
the Canterbury tales as almost all of them
inimitably admirable as examples of what we
would describe—as well as to the tales of the
Miller, the Reeve, the wife of Bath, the Friar,
the Sompnour, the Merchant, the Shipman, as
particularly distinguishd by the same species
of excellence.

Perhaps the truest as well as the most dis-
cernible index of a writer's popularity, is in
general the number of his imitators in his
own or the immediately succeeding genera-
tion. The most noticeable, at least, among
the immediate effeets which are wrought upon
a nation’s literature by the ascendency of one
man’s genius, is in most cases the rushing up
throughout its whole soil of something that
has evidently taken both its form and its
colour from the spirit of his production, and
which at the same time has seldom any other
quality beyond these external resemblances to
vender it valuable or attractive. As heaven’s
thunder disdains not to be reverberated by
the echoes of ecarth, so the voice of inspiration
awakens, wherever it rings, its multiplying
mockerics too, and is responded to from a
thousand mimic throats whom it alone has
made vocal.  No name ever had a more plen-
teous {ribute paid to it of this species of adu-
lation than that of Chaucer. Even from the
records of the first century after his death, all
unvisited as it was by any gleam of genuine
poctic inspiration, one of our antiquaries has
reckoned up the names of no fewer than
seventy such moilers, the carollings of all of
whom are little better than an elaborate and
lifeless mimicry of the strains of cheir mighty
progenitor.  Many of them, too, seem to have
toiled at their occupation with a stout-hearted
and untiring perseverance, which the service
of Apollo has not always awakened cven in
the most favored of its votaries.  One of these
unwearied moilers alone—Lydgate, the once
celebrated monk of Bury—has left us above
250 different productions on all sorts of sub-
jects; and seems, indeed, from the hints we
have of his history, to have kept a sort of
office for the manufacture and sale of poetry,
and to have sujplied his numerous customers
as regularly and expeditiously asif he had been
in the habit of throwing off’ the article by a
steam-cngine.  This inexhaustible affluence of
rhymes scems to have excited towards Lyd-
zate in a very singular degree the adniiration
or his simple contemporaries: his popularity
among whom indeed, contrasted with the ne-
glect and contempt wherewith he has been
treated by their descendants, affords one of
the most striking examples on record of the
strange caprices of national taste, and the
shadowy inftability of human fame.

Running after bappiness is only chasing the
horizon,




