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CHAPTER I 

CHAUCER'S MODEL FOR STEADFASTNESS: 

THE CONSOLATION OF PHILOSOPHY 

The poet most often accepted as the voice of medieval 

English poetry is Geoffrey Chaucer, whose works, I believe, 

are the result of the conditions that permeated his time. 

Even his dream visions, written during the early part of 

his career , clearly speak of the problems associated with 

man and his relationship with his world. The dream vision 

concerns a visit to otherworld where man learns something 

about himself and about his place within the universal, 

cosmic scheme. And in two of Chaucer's dream visions the 

poet-narrator is transported to otherworld, where he learns 

some significant lessons about the condition of man in the 

real world. The narrator in the House of Fame, for 

instance, is presented with an unsettling vision of the 

wor ld in a state of chaos, instability, and discord; he is 

taken to an opulent, unnatural, and artificial place 

governed capriciously by the goddess Fame. He discovers 

that Fame's pa l a ce turns out to be nothing less than a vast 

storehouse o f material possessions. In t he Parliament of 

Fowls, though, the narrator is presented with a vision of a 

world that is prevented from such disorder by the laws of 



order, stability, and accord. He is taken to a natural 

world governed by Nature, God's vicar. These two dream 

visions, then, dramatize two very different world condi

tions that are presented in one of Chaucer's short poems, 

"Lak of Stedfastnesse." According to Jean Klene, the poem 

is "based on the metaphor of the world gone topsy-turvy" 

1 and ends with an appeal for a restoration of world order. 

F. N. Robinson assigns "Lak of Stedfastnesse" to the 

years between 1380 and 1390 since the poem appears to be 

associated with Chaucer's other poems written during his 

Boethian period. 2 The first three stanzas of the p oem are 

concerned with what Chaucer refers to as a world "turned 

up-so-doun" by man's "wilful wrecchedness." The immediate 

result of such a cause is a situation wherein 

Trouthe is put doun, resoun is holden fable; 
Vertu hath now no dominacioun; 
Pitee exyled, no man is merciable; 
Through covetyse is blent discrecioun. 
The world hath mad a permutacioun 
Fro right to wrong, fro trouthe to fikelnesse, 
That al is lost for lak of stedfastnesse. 

( 15-21) 

2 

1 "Chaucer's Contribution to Popular World Topos: The 
World Upside-Down," Viator, 11 (1980), 331. I am indebted 
t o much of the material in this article, for it provided a 
starting point for the present study. 

2 F. N. Robinson, ed., The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer 
(Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1961), p. 862. All quo
tations are taken from this text, henceforth cited as Works. 



Such is a chaotic world situation that bears a very strong 

resemblance to that in the House of Fame. Finally, in the 

last stanza of the poem the "prince 11 is called upon to 

cherish his people, to "Dred God, do law, love trouthe and 

worthinesse, / And wed thy fold agein to stedfastnesse" 

3 

(27-28). The advice to the prince in the poem's concluding 

stanza brings to mind the standard--the love for God and 

for neighbor--that is necessary for the good of the "com

mune profit," as Chaucer tells us in the Parliament of 

Fowls. The objective of this study, then, is to suggest 

that the House of Fame can be understood in view of what 

Chaucer refers to as a world turned upside-down, and that 

the Parliament of Fowls can be understood in connection 

with the standards necessary to turn the world rightside-up 

again and to restore stability. But before turning to these 

two dream visions, we should examine the Boethian concept 

of world stability as it is portrayed in Chaucer's transla

tion of the Consolation of Philosophy, for it provides a 

connection with the House of Fame and the Parliament of 

Fowls. 

In Chaucer's time the Consolation of Philosophy 

r eceived much attention and achieved widespread popularity; 

i n fact, "it was among the most familiar of ancient 



4 

classics, 113 and it had a profound influence upon Chaucer's 

works. Robinson maintains that "most of the sustained pas

sages of philosophical reflection in his [Chaucer's] poetry 

can be traced to Boethius. 114 The first three books of the 

Consolation, as Ann Watts has found, "deeply imbue the 

House of Fame, Books II and III; and most scholars date the 

poem and Boece close to 1380. 115 More important, it is 

entirely possible that Chaucer knew of the work and had 

read it several years before he began the task of trans

lating it. 

Th e Consolation concerns the importance of turning 

man's eyes from the temporal prosperity of earthly goods 

toward the eternal and spiritual wisdom that governs the 

cosmic order of the universe created by God. Lady Phil-

osophy explains that it is God, "soowere and creatour of 

hevene and of erthes, that governest this world by per

durable resoun, that comaundest the tymes to gon from syn 

that age hadde bygynnynge; thow [God] that duellest thiselve 

ay stedefast and stab l e" (III, M. 9, 1-6). She also 

explains that God controls and binds 

3 Robinson, Works , p. 319. 

4 Robinson, Works, p. 320. 

5 "'Amor Gloriae' in Chaucer's House of Fame," Journal 
of Medieval and Renaissance Studies, 3 (1973)--;-Icf8. 



the elements by nombres proporcionables, that 
coolde thinges mowen accorde with the hote 
thinges, and the drye thinges with the moyste; 
that the fyr, that is purest, fle nat over-heye, 
ne that the hevynesse drawe nat adoun over-lowe 
the erthes that ben ploungid in the watris. 
Thow God knyttest togidere the mene soule of 
treble kynde moevynge alle thingis, and 
divydest it by membrys accordynge, 

(III, M. 9, 18-27) 

5 

Central to the notion that God controls and binds together 

the elements is the concept that the movements of the stars 

in heaven and the seasons on earth create a special kind of 

musical harmony within the order of God's creation. As 

David Chamberlain explains, "To Boethius and his tradi-

tion. . it was quite natural to view the ordering of the 

heavens, seasons, and elements as musical. 116 And working 

within the cosmic order is a love that "created, ordered, 

and continued in being the four elements in the microcosm 

man and the macrocosm, the universe. 117 As Lady Philosophy 

explains, "--al this accordaunce of thynges is bounde with 

love, that governeth erthe and see, and hath also comande

ment to the heven" (II, M .. 8, 13-16). Finally, the love 

that orders, binds, and holds the chain of steadfastness 

t ogether is the same l ove that man must learn to imitate in 

6 David S. Chamberlain, "The Philosophy of Music in 
the Consol a tio of Boethius," Speculum, 4 5 ( 19 7 0) , 8 7. 

7 Klene, p. 328. 



order to govern both himself and his estate on earth, for 

as Philosophy says, "O weleful were mankynde, yif thilke 

love that governeth hevene governede yowr corages'' (II, 

M. 8, 24-26) .. 

6 

For Chaucer, the concept of love is an all-important 

theme, and J. A. W .. Bennett argues that the theme of love 

becomes "nothing less than the relationship of human love 

to the universe itself. 118 This love comes from God, who 

rules the cosmic order. And from the cosmos originates the 

human soul, which carries with it the knowledge and memory 

of its divine origin when it is joined with the body of 

man. The human s oul, joined with the body, retains both 

the memory of its previous existence in the universe and 

the knowledge of divine love, reason, and order. The soul 

also remembers the harmony of the spheres in the universe 

of God's divine order a The universal cosmos from which the 

soul originates is also the final destination to which the 

soul returns. Lady Philosophy stresses, then, the impor

tance of knowing not only that God is the beginning of all 

things, but that He is also the end of things: "throw 

thiself art bybynnynge , berere, ledere, path and terme; to 

looke on the, that is our ende" (III, M. 9, 47-49) .. 

8 The Parlement of Foules: An Interpretation (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press; New York: Oxforcr-university Press, 1957), 
p. 38. 
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Therefore, man's ultimate responsibility is to recognize 

the reason and love by which the cosmos is governed. Only 

his soul, with its memory o f cosmic order, is capable of 

teaching him not only the origin and the destination of his 

being but also how to govern himself and his world by the 

same order that rules the universe. Consequently, man's 

"innate knowledge of his own immortality imposes a duty on 

him: to recognize his place in the divine s cheme and to 

work with it, or against it. 119 

Man's natural world order becomes affected by his 

blindness when he fails to recognize the order of the 

divine scheme and is drawn instead to the temporal, mutable 

things of the earth. Philosophy explains that man's 

"syghte is ocupyed and destourbed by imagynacioun of erthly 

thynges" (III, P. 1, 11. 36-39). Through his quest for 

fame, renown, glory, honor, and riches, man falls away from 

the eternal divine order of the universe. His willful 

pride and ambition replace his reason and his soul's memory 

of God's divine order and love. When he follows blindly 

after the material earthly goods, he forgets his divine 

origin and falls into disorder and confusion. Philosophy 

maintains that the cause of this malady is tha t ma n "ha th 

9 A. J . Gilbert, "The Influence of Boethius on the 
Parlement of Foulys," Medium Aevum, 47 (1978), 294. 



8 

a litil foryeten hymselve. . I will wipe a litil his 

eien that ben dirked by the cloude of mortel thynges 

(I, P. 2, 21-26). Thu s Phi losophy can provid e a remedy for 

man's clouded vision . The s ame idea operates in the House 

of Fame when Geffrey alludes to the proverb that "he that 

fully knoweth th'erbe / May saufly leye hyt to his ye" 

(290-91). What man must learn is that the transitory , 

t e mporal things of the earth are only illusions of reality , 

that the true r e ality lies in the machinations of the uni

v er s al sche me and cosmic order that are governed by the 

love and reas on of God. 

In Book II , Prosa 5, of the Consolation Philos ophy 

explains how man's blindness and covetous desire for 

e arthly good s i nve rts his world order: 

Is it thanne so, that ye men ne han no propre 
good iset in yow, for which ye mooten seke out
ward your goodes in foreyn and subgit thynges? 
So is thanne the condicion of thynges turned 
u p - s o-doun, that a man, that is a devyne beest 
b y me r y te of his resoun, thynketh that hymself 
nys neyther fair ne noble but it be thurw pos
siss ioun of ostelementz that ne han no soules . 

(123-32) 

The o s t e l e me ntz h e re mean s "household goods," those t emporal 

t h i n g s t hat man accumul a t e s, f orge tting t h e needs o f hi s 

s oul. And the wo r ld o f o s telementz, I t hink, i s the idea 

that Chaucer certainly develops and elaborates in the House 
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of Fame, for Fame's palace is, without question, a place of 

artificiality and opulence, a storehouse where everything 

is magnified beyond proper proportion. Philosophy also 

warns that man's quest for the gifts of fortune is dangerous 

to his well-being: 

But what desires tow of Fortune with so great a 
noyse and with so greet a fare? I trowe thou 
seeke to dryve awey nede with habundaunce of 
thynges, but certes it turneth to you al in the 
contrarie. 

(II, P. 5, 112-17) 

Aga in, Philosophy refers to a "turning" effect due to man's 

covetous desire fo r the rewards of Fortune, who is capable 

of turning her wheel in the direction of man's misfortune. 

Philosophy advises that man should avoid the pitfalls of 

fortune: "Yif the forme of this world is so seeld stable, 

and y if it torneth by so manye entrechaungynges, wiltow 

thanne trusten in the tumblynge fortunes of men?" (II, M. 3, 

16-20) . 

Fina lly , Philosophy explains that when man mistakes 

earth l y goods and personal glory and renown as the true 

rewards for his labors, he should look instead to the 

example of his divine, eternal destination: 

Whoso that with overthrowy nge thought oonly 
seketh glory of fame, and weneth that it be 
s ove rey n good, lat hym looke upon the brode 



schewynge contrees of the hevene, and upon the 
streyte sete of this erthe; and he schal be 
asschamed of the encres of his name. 

(II, M. 7 , 1-6) 

10 

If man cannot see the example of the divine order of the 

universe created and governed by God or if he fails to 

recognize the divine order because of his blind faith and 

trust in the mutable things of his temporal world, he 

therefore "forletith to ben a man; syn he ne may nat passe 

into the condicion of God, he is torned into a beeste" 

(IV, P. 3, 125-29). Since man desires mutable fame and 

fortune and refuses to recognize and desire that which is 

s teadfast and s table, t hen h e "cast awey he scheeld"; 

furthermore, he is removed from his place and is enlaced 

"in the cheyne with which he mai ben drawen" (I, M. 4, 

19-22). The analogy here is clear: man becomes displaced 

and, like a work animal, he is thrown into the chains of 

bondage. His role in the universal scheme is reversed 

from that of a divine, reasonable being to a beast of 

burden. Philosophy says that this reversal, this 

mutacioun, is made by vices, that is, by man's pride and 

c ovetousness. 

In the last book of the Consolation Philosophy explains 

the low estate of man's condition that is brought about b y 

his "wilfull wrecchedness" a nd b y his vices: 



But the laste servage is wh an that thei ben 
yeven to vices and han ifalle fro the posse
ssioun of hir propre resoun. For aftir that 
thei han cast awey hir eyghen fro the lyght of 
the sovereyn sothfastnesse to lowe thingis and 
derke, anon thei derke n by the cloude of ignor
aunce and ben troubled by felonous talentz; to 
the whiche talentz whan thei approchen and 
assenten, thei hepen and encrecen the servage 
which thei han joyned to hemself; and in this 
manere thei ben caytifs fro hir propre liberte. 

(V, P. 2, 32-43) 

Man is finally brought to the condition of a caytif, or 

captive, resulting from his "felonous talentz," or his 

desires and vices. The soul has become captive to the 

11 

covetous desires of the body and is unable to fre e man from 

his self-made captivity until he clears his eyes of the 

ostelementz of his earthly world and strives to see the 

reason and love that govern the divine universal scheme 

beyond earth's prison. Philosophy uses an appropriate 

metaphor to explain the condition of man's soul in 

captivity; it is like 

the janglynge brid that syngeth on the 
heghe braunches (that is to seyn, in the wade), 
and after is enclosed in a streyt cage . . yit 
natheles yif thilke bryd skippynge out of hir 
streyte cage seith the agreable schadwes of 
the wade, and twytere th desyrynge the wade 
with hir swete voys. 

(III, M. 2 , 21-31) 



The soul of man then desires its natural destination; it 

also desires to return to its natural origin within the 

universal scheme. 

12 

The whole of the Consolation teaches man to avoid the 

tempta tion s of fortune, for they can easily blind his eyes 

to the eternal goodness of God's universal order that man 

must learn to imitate if he is to maintain any steadfast-

ness in his world. If man, through his blindness and 

pride, refuses to recognize the love, reason, and harmony 

by which God rules the universe, he then begins to invert 

his natural world ordero His own cupidity, composed of his 

self-love, pride , and cove tous desires, drives him to an 

unnatural destination, one that does not provide reward or 

salvation for his sou l, but one that provides only an 

earthly imprisonment for his sou l. In addition, 

the soul resides in the prison of the body, 
which in turn resides in the prison of this 
world . The s oul enjoys partial freedom and 
limited happiness as long as it affirms the 
order of the universe. But the moment one 
disregards the divine order, he suffers the 
consequences of his cupidity and becomes a 
slave, whiplashed by whatever he substituted 
f or Providence . lo 

lO Russell Albert Peck, "Number Symbolism and the Idea 
of Order in the Works of Geof frey Chaucer," Diss. Univer
sity of Indiana, 1963, p. 117. 



The connection of the Consolation of Philosophy with 

the House of Fame and the Parliament of Fowls is the con-

13 

cept of how man ' s condit ion in the world is affected by the 

k ind of love he pursues: 

The direction of man's journey is thus dependent 
on the kind of love which moves his will~ Cupi
dity, which is the source of all man's sins 
and hence of his discontents, makes a Babylon 
of the individual mind, a Babylon of society, 
and leads to an ultimate Babylon in eternal 
damnation. Charity brings the peace of Jeru-
sa lem to the mind, to society, and to the 11 
celestial city where radiance is all-pervasive. 

We shal l observe how the House of Fame represents a 

curious reversal of world order and harmony. And we s hall 

see how the poem dramatizes the condition of man in an up

so-doun world caused by his blindness, by his cupidity , and 

by his refusal to imitate the order and perfection that 

rule the cosmos. 

11 D. w. Roberts on , "The Doctrine of Charity in 
Med ieval Gardens," Speculum, 2 6 ( 19 51) , 2 8. 



CHAPTER II 

A BREAK IN THE CHAIN: THE TROUBLE 

WITH LOVE'S FOLK 

The most significant feature of the House of Fame is 

the strong sense of movement which it creates, particularly 

in Books II and III. Patricia Ward Julius, defining the 

poem as architectural, says that this architecture "is 

vertical, full of rises and descents. 111 The sense of up

and-down motion that the poem creates effectively accentu

ates the feeling of instability in a world that has somehow 

g one wrong. The chain of steadfastness "is not held 

securely together. It is, indeed, a chain that the medi-

eva l world should not, according to Chaucer, p ut its faith 

in. 112 This chain has been broken by man, whose love for 

worldly goods and for temporal fame and prosperity has 

caused the condition of things to turn "up-so-doun," a 

phrase that Chaucer uses specifically "to suggest man's 

perverse judgments and actions. 113 Book I of the House of 

1 "Appearance and Reality in Chaucer's Early Dream 
Vis ions," Diss. Michigan State University,1976, p. 76. 

2 B. R. Sanders, "Love's Crack Up: The House of Fame," 
Pape r s on English Language and Literature, III, No.~ 
(1967) ,7. 

3 Jean Klene, "Chaucer's Contribution to a Popular 
Topos: The World Upside-Down," Viator, 11 (1980) , 330. 
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Fame develops the conditions leading to the reversal of 

natural world order caused by man and his willful pursuit of 

the wrong kind of love. 

The poem begins with an unusual and whimsical wish 

that "God turne us every drem to goode!" The word "turne" 

is the key to the whole poem, for it signals the irony in 

Geffrey's expectations of receiving something good from a 

dream which takes him to a world that reverses those expec-

tations. The proem to Book I concerns primarily the nar-

rator's preoccupation with dreams, and he wonders "Why that 

is an avision / And this a revelacioun, / Why this a '. drem, 

why that a sweven" (7-9). 

of the causes of dreams: 

He then proceeds to list a few 

By abstinence, or by seknesse, 
Prison, stewe, or gret distresse, 
Or ellys by dysordynaunce 
Of naturel acustumaunce 
That som man is to curious 
In studye, or melancolyous, 
Or thus, so inly ful of dred, 
That no man may hym bote bede. 

(25-32) 

These causes share a commonality in that these dreams some

times result fr om man's inner sickness, his confinement (as 

in a prison), his melancholy, and his violation of natur a l 

habits and rules. These are symptoms of man's condition 

for which the narrator says there is no apparen t cure. 
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Curiously, though, these symptoms are most often the causes 

of bad dreams. The narrator goes on to say 

That y t [the soul] forwot that y s to come, 
And that hyt warneth alle and some 
Of eve r y c h of her aventures 
Be avisions, or be figures, 
But that oure flessh ne hath no myght 
To understonde hyt aryght. 

(45-50) 

The intention of these lines is q uite clear. The soul of 

man, with its k nowledge of the future and of its natural 

origin, tries to warn him in a dream of what is to come; 

but man, becau se of his weak nes s , has n o power to under-

stand that warning. Even more disturbing is the narrator's 

declaration that he is going to relate a wonderful dream 

whi ch he experienced on the tenth day of December. Since 

most love vision s occur during the springtime, the date of 

December tenth is a surprising departure from the conven

tional season, 4 which g ives us reason to suspect that this 

dream i s far from natural and conventional. More impor-

tantly , Decemb e r tenth marks the beginning of the destruc-

5 
tion of J e rusalem by the king of Babylon, and the beginning 

4 Rober t B. Burlin, Chaucerian Fiction (Princeton, New 
Jersey : Prince ton Unive r sity Press , 1 977), p . 47. 

5 Carrie Esther Hammil , ''The Celes tial Journey ~nd the 
Harmony of the Spheres in English Literature, 1300-1700," 
Diss. Texas Christian University, 1972, p. 66. 
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of the Babylonian Captivity. John Leyerle, adding another 

point of significance about this date, says that the "con

stellation is not visible in December, of course, because 

the light of the sun nearby submerges that of the stars. 116 

So, in view of these meanings that surround the date of 

this dream, the proem establishes a mood of darkness and 

uneasiness; in fact, the poem takes on "the quality of an 

insomnium, a nightmare governed 0y uncertainties. 117 

Geffrey makes a rather pronounced invocation to 

Morpheus, the god of sleep, who dwells in a cave of stone 

near a stream that flows from Lethe, the river of forgetful

ness. ~he invocation to Morpheus is peculiar, for instead 

of appealing to a god on Mount Olympus, he passes his 

appeal down to a god of the underworld. Even more confus

ing is Geffrey's additional reference to "he that mover ys 

of al/ That is and was and ever shal" (81-82). The nar

rator never establishes whether it refers to God "That is 

and was and ever shal." He has possibly confused the two 

deities so that Morpheus has become equated with the 

Christian God. 8 Or perhaps he has forgotten his knowledge 

6 "Chaucer's Windy Eagle," University of Toronto 
Quarterly, 40 (1971), 249. 

7 Burlin, p. 47. 

8 Julius, p. 73. 



of the one true God to whom he appealed in the proem to 

turn dreams to good. 

18 

The dream begins when Geffrey falls asleep "wonder 

sane" without having read a book or any particular author

ity before retiring to his bed. He adds that he is 

exhausted from walking a two-mile pilgrimage to the shrine 

of St. Leonard, the patron saint of prisoners. Humorous 

as this comment is, it proves to be appropriate later in 

the poem when Geffrey becomes prey to a pedantic golden 

eagle who transports him to a destination inimical to 

natural law. 

Geffrey dreams that he is in a temple made of glass 

In which ther were moo ymages 
Of gold, stondynge in sondry stages, 
And moo ryche tabernacles, 
And with perre moo pynacles 
And moo curiouse portreytures, 
And queynte maner of figures 
Of olde werk, then I saugh ever. 

(121-27) 

He re begins the fir s t of many inflated catalogues that the 

narrator uses to relate what he sees in this dream. The 

build-up of this particular catalogue is intensified by the 

repetition of the word moo, and the list of all these beauti

ful items e nds s ignificantly with the words l saugh. 

Geffre y has undoubtedly entered the world of ostelementz, 

the world of opulent abundance that is harmful to man's 



soul, according to Lady Philosophy in the Consolation. 

Geffrey has entered Venus's temple of glass, and for the 

next 140 lines, ten repetitions of! saugh dominate the 

19 

flow of the narrative. These lines serve to emphasize how 

the glittering appearances of Venus's temple create a pro

found visual effect upon the eyes. The ymages of gold and 

the rich tabernacles are reminiscent of golden idols that 

shine with splendor but are deceptive and turn man's eyes 

away f rom truth and from the knowledge of his divine origin. 

These a re the ostelementz that tempt man toward a life of 

idolatry and spiritual death. Furthermore, the instability 

of s uch a world is emphasized by the glass material of 

which the temple is constructed. The foundation of glass is 

vulnerable and fr agile; it cannot withstand the test of 

time. Also "the brittleness and resplendence of glass are 

reminders of the false splendors and transience of worldly 

goods; for like glass . . these goods appear attractive 

and glorious but blind the eyes, and when they are destroyed 

they can se ldom be restored. 119 

Geffrey , apparently overwhelmed by what he sees in the 

temple, stops briefly to admire a portrait of Venus "Naked 

9 B. G. Koonce, Chaucer and the Tradition of Fame: 
Symboli s m in the House of Fam~Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press~66), pp. 99-100. 
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fletynge in a see'' (133). This portraiture, however, is 

only a still-life representation of the goddess of love, 

and she is conspicuously absent from her own temple; in 

fact, there is no sign of any life in this place. This 

temple is "surrounded by sand and contains nothing alive, 

only artifices, traditionally the Devil's work. 1110 The 

temple of love, which is completely sterile, is similar to 

a museum into which the gullible Geffrey has entered with 

all the enthusiasm of a lover of the visual arts. He is 

quite impressed by the wall paintings, and he is particu

larly moved by the tablet of brass that depicts the s1~ge 

and destruction of Troy. After describing in detail the 

conditions leading to Aeneas's landing at Carthage, the 

narrator focuses all of his attention on the relationship 

between Aeneas and Dido. At the mercy of the tumbling 

fortunes of men, she blames her situation upon Fame and her 

wickedness. The Dido story, then, is germane to the cir

cumstances in Book III in which Fame becomes the major 

focus of attention. 

The good-hearted yet naive Dido gives Aeneas comfort 

and makes of "hym shortly at oo word/ Hyr lyf, hir love, 

hir lust, hir Lord" (257-58). Although Aeneas swears his 

lO John Gardner, The Poetry of Chaucer (Carbondale and 
Bdwardsville: Southern IllinoislJniversity Press, 1977), 
p. 181. 
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love for her, he merely takes advantage of her favors and 

abandons her. Geffrey, who begins to pity her situation, 

remarks that she thought "That he was good, for he such 

semed. / Allas! what harm doth appearance,/ What hit is 

fals in existence!" (263-66). False appearances, the means 

by which the eyes become clouded from truth and reality, 

eventually lead to a pitiful end. Dido is rather a tragic 

victim of her own senses because she has developed the mis-

11 
taken impression of Aeneas. Her flaw lies in trusting 

Aeneas's words. 

Blindness, then, is the theme of this book in the 

House of fame, a blindness caused by the love of appearances 

and a blindness that leads to cupidity. That Geffrey has 

become aware of this sickness and recognizes the need for 

its cure is evident when he remembers an old proverb: "he 

that fully knoweth th'erbe / May saufly lete hyt to his ye" 

(290-91). On the basis of what he has observed in the 

temple of love, he has come to realize that appearances are 

not what they seem to be, that "Hyt is not al gold that 

glareth" (272). And Dido, of course, begins to realize that 

s he has been blinded by Aeneas's good looks, pleasant speech , 

and friendly manner. Sh e has confused love with passion and 

11 Louis Brewer Hall, "Chaucer and the Dido-and-Aeneas 
Story," Medieval Studies, 25 (1963), 157. 
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has "let him doo / Al that weddynge longeth too" (243-244). 

She has become the victim of false love. 

The tragic story of Aeneas and Dido is thus appropriate 

to the temple of Venus since the story demonstrates the k i nd 

of love that Venus creates and perpetuates. This kind of 

love is the "destructive side of Venus, the sower of dis

cord. Because it is a love that desires only physical 

satisfaction, it can never be wholly fulfilling; passion is 

a self-centered circle which can never break away from 

't lf ul2 i se _. The story of Dido intensifies the sense of the 

instability of false love and is therefore in keeping with 

the brittl e and trans i ent quality of Venus's temple of 

glass. 

Dido's soliloquy , which continues for approximatel y 

fifty-five lines, is interesting for several reasons. Her 

lamentation focuses entirely upon herself and upon how 

Aeneas's infidelity affects her own personal situation. In 

fact, her speech is emotionally charged with sentimental 

affectation and self-pity. She is not concerned with the 

loss of love between herself and Aeneas; she is concerned 

only with the loss o f her r e putation , and she worries that 

12 Linda Tatelbaum, "Venus' Citole and the Restoration 
of Harmony in Chaucer 1 s Knight's Tale , " Neu phi lologische 
Mitteilungen, 74 (1973), 649. 



she will be the unfortunate subject of rumor and gossip. 

Her self-centered concern overrides any consideration of 

her love for Aeneas. Furthermore, in her fifty-five-line 
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speech the use of personal and possessive nouns and pro

nouns, such as!, me, my, myn, and the direct address to 

herself as Dido serve to accentuate her concern for herself 

and for her own situation. Moreover, the total number of 

personal noun and pronoun references comes to exactly 

twenty, a number that is symbolic of "bad luck, this

worldliness, cupidity, or the Devil. 1113 In Dido's case 

this number certainly points to her ill-fortune caused by 

false love and to her own self-pity, another form of cupid-

ity. She blames her condition upon man's thirst for fame 

due to his love of "syngular profit" (310), a term that 

Chaucer uses to refer to man's selfish desire for personal 

gain. 

Now see I wel, and telle kan, 
We wrechched wymrnen konne noon art; 
For certeyn, for the more part, 
Thus we be served everychone, 
How sore that ye men koone groone, 
Anoon as we have yow receyved, 
Certay nly we been deceyvyd! 

(334-40) 

13 Russell Albert Peck, "Number Symbolism and the Idea 
of Order in the Works of Geoffrey Chaucer," Diss. Univer
sity of Indiana 1963, p. 101. 
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Even though she admits that her eyes have been opened to 

the truth of her relationship with Aeneas~ she places the 

blame for his mistake upon Fame and proceeds to worry about 

her reputation and renown: 

For thorgh yow is my name lorn, 
And alle myn actes red and songe 
Over al thys land, on every tonge. 
0 wikke Fame! 

(346-49) 

In Dido's lament, I think, Chaucer has deliberately de

emphasized the love relationship between Aeneas and Dido by 

concentrating upon Fame . The story of Dido and Aeneas, 

then, reveals what causes the link in the chain of stead-

fastness to break : love disintegrates when man follows the 

temptation of fame, renown, pride, and ambition. Man's 

desire for temporal prosperity and renown leads ultimately 

to an unnatural end. The passionate love that Aeneas gives 

to the naive and gullible Dido is the kind of love "which 

results in Dido's suicide, in death, not life. 1114 The 

Dido-Aeneas story is germane to the theme of the third book 

of the House of Fame, for the story "is an exemplum. 

and the function of the section, both structurally and 

14 John Norton-Smith, Geoffrey Chaucer (London ·and 
Boston: Routledge and Kegan Paul, 1974), p. 56. 
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thematicallyr is to prepare for the development of various 

motifs in Book III."lS 

Geffrey is somewhat perplexed and is concerned about 

the origin and creation of all that he has seen in this 

temple: 

"A, .Lord!" thoughte I, "that made st us, 
Yet sawgh I never such noblesse 
Of ymages, ne such richesse, 
As I saugh graven in this chirche; 
But not wot I whoo did hem wirche, 
Ne where I am, ne in what contree." 

(470-75) 

He admits that he does not know who made these ymages in 

this chirche. Obviously, Geffrey cannot accept the idea 

that the God "who madest us" has created any such images 

in Venus's temple. Furthermore, that Geffrey refers to the 

temple as a church signifies that he is, in fact, confused. 

He has confused a pagan temple with a Christian church. 

Consequently, Geffrey's eyes have been blinded by the noble 

images and riches of this temple. He has become overwhelmed 

by these sights, and "it is only after he has looked at 

everything that the dreamer notices that he has no idea 

where he is; he then tries to get out."16 Geffrey walks 

15 J. L. Simmons, "The Place of the Poet in Chaucer's 
House of Fame," Modern Language Quarterly, 27 (1966), 128. 

16 Wolfgang Clemen, Chaucer's Early Poetry, trans. C. A. 
M. Sym (London: Methuen and Company, Ltd., 1963), p. 88. 
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out of the temple and into a vast desert that is "utterly 

devo{d of human habitation and all that is natural."1 7 He 

wanders into the desert of Libya, where there is nothing 

but a large field 

Withouten toun, or hous, or tree, 
Or bush, or grass, or eryd lond; 
For al the feld nas but of sond. 

(482-86) 

The unnatural desert environment serves to intensify the 

unnatural aspect of everything that we have found in Book I, 

from the artificial ostelementz of the temple to the 

unnatural love between Aeneas and Dido and finally to the 

unnatural death of Dido. Everything in this book empha

sizes what is contrary to nature. Furthermore, this desert 

is the "symbol of sterile, unstable nature. 1118 The stead

fastness of man's natural world order begins to break down 

as a result of man's unnatural love for worldly goods and 

for temporal fame and prosperity. 

That Geffrey calls upon Christ to save him from phantom 

and illusion is a sign that Geffrey seeks a greater reality 

and truth t han that which the images in the temple can 

offer him. He adds with special emphasis: "and with 

17 Burlin, p . 49. 

18 Norton-Smith, p. 55. 
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devocion / Myn eyen to the hevene I caste" (494-95). 

Geffrey, confounded and confused by what he has seen in 

Venus's temple, now tries to reach for some solution for 

his dilemma. Perhaps, as Paul Ruggiers suggests, he is 

wondering "how this cruel love which he has just witnessed 

can be the magnificent love of which Boethius and Dante 

both speak, ordering the stars in their courses and binding 

men and women in a sacred tie. 1119 

Geffrey 's expectations are significantly reversed 

because his prayer is answered not by Christ, but by a 

golden eagle who takes him in his claws and carries him out 

of the desert and into the heavens. Looking up toward the 

sky, he reports 

That faste be the sonne, as hye 
As kenne myghte I with myn ye, 
Me thoughte I sawgh an egle sore, 
But that hit semed moche more 
Then I had any egle seyn. 
But this as s ooth as deth, certeyn, 
Hyt was o f gold, and shone so bryghte 
That never sawe men such a syghte, 
But yf the heven had ywonne 
Al newe o f gold another sonne; 
So shone the egles fethers bryghte, 
And somwhat dounward gan hyt lyghte. 

(497-508) 

The meaning of these twelve lines is important for two rea -

sons . First , this passage es tabli s hes a notable sense of 

19 , H f Fame," Studies in "Unity of Chaucer s ouse o 
Philology, 50 (1953), 21. 
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vertical movement that was indicated earlier in Book I when 

Geffrey roamed "up and doun" the temple halls, 20 but when 

the eagle appears, this up-and-down motion becomes even 

more intense. At the end of the first book "Geffrey look s 

up and the eagle comes down. He picks Geffrey up, carries 

him away, and sets him down in the House of Fame." 2 1 Also 

it is important to note that the sense of up-and-down 

motion that is developed and maintained in Book II serves 

to strengthen our awareness of impending instability. The 

up/down imagery is significant also in that it imitates the 

motion in the mecha nism of Fortune ' s great wheel that con

stantly turns; in fact, I think Chaucer's use of this up

and-down imagery is a deliberate attempt to imitate, "as 

craft countrefeteth kynde," the movement that man experi

ences with that great turning wheel. 

Second, that the eagle "was of gold, and shon so 

bryghte" calls to mind the graven images of gold in Venus's 

temple. We now have reason to suspect that this golden 

e agle will not reveal to Geffrey any more great truths than 

the phantoms, illusions, and golden images gave to him in 

the temple of Venus. More importantly , though, the e a g le 

is " traditionally a symbol of p r ide. . As the love 

20 d San ers, p. 5. 

21 Sanders, p. 5. 
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celebrated in Venus's shrine is in reality lustful and self

seeking, so is the eagle's pride and magnificence exposed 

as vanity: as Venus's brass tablet was a base metal , the 

eagle's glorious plumage is merely goldplate. 1122 But 

Geffrey, curious and naive, is once again overwhelmed by 

glorious appearances, for he notices the bright, shining 

gold of the eagle before he notices anything else signifi

cant about this bird. The expression "as sooth as deth, 

certe yn, / Hyt was of gold," that Geffrey utters almost in 

the same breath is interesting because he makes a connection 

between "deth" a nd "gold" another reason for us to suspect 

that this eagle is not what he appears to be, that he is 

not the one to save Geffrey from the phantom and illusion 

o f Love's wasteland. On the contrary, this eagle "which 

seems to appear as answer to that prayer will only bear him 

to another plane of 'fantome and illusion•. 1123 

In addition to his gold-like appearance, the eagle 

also displays the qualities of a predator rather than 

those of a savior, for Geffrey states: 

22 

As this foul, when it beheld 
That I a-roume was in the feld; 
And with hys grymme pawes strange, 
Withyn hys sharpe nay les longe, 

Julius, p. 117. 

2 3 Julius, p. 97. 



Me, fleynge, in a swap her hente, 
And with hys sours ayen up wente, 
Me caryinge in his clawes starke 
As lyghtly as I were a larke. 

(539-46) 

30 

These lines present a very comic portrayal of the hunter 

and the hunted, with Geffrey running about in the field in 

an effort to escape the clutches of the eagle who succeeds 

in catching him and bearing him aloft in his claws as 

though Geffrey were as light as a lark. And it is worth 

mentioning at this point that a lark is oftentimes prey for 

a pidgeon hawk; thus, the role of the eagle as savior is 

severely undermined, and Geffrey's comparison of himself to 

a lark is certainly appropriate in view of his present pre

dicament. The eagle, then, is "hardly an image of rescue 

or salvation"; and the details surrounding Geffrey's meet

ing with the eagle present the perspective of the captured 

prey."24 

The narrator, now terrified in the claws of the eagle, 

falls into a stupor but is rallied back to consciousness by 

the bird-like sound of the eagle's conunand, 11 Awak!" 

Obviously, the lack of eloquence and refinement in the 

eagle's words distinguishes him as a bit of a bully and a 

boor. He tells Geffrey twice, "Seynte Marye!/ Thou art 

24 Carolyn Pace Chiappelli, "Chaucer's Anti-Scholas
t i-c Opposition and Composition in the House of Fame," 
Diss. University of California at Los Angeles, 1977, p. 96. 
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noyous for to carye, / And nothyng nedeth it, pardee ! " ( 5 7 3-

75). That this pompous, self-impressed eagle swears by 

Christian saints only diminishes his status as a trustworthy 

and humble guide to truth and k nowledge. The role of this 

eagle is nothing more than a comic reversal of Lady Phil

osophy 's role in the Consolation to lead "her charge to his 

true country , to a true knowledge of himself and his place 

l·n the t1ni'ver se . 1125 Ad A I k' D'ck · · t _ n as . ns ip i erson insis s, 

"Everything the Eagle says and how he says it, his manner, 

his smug attitude toward Geffrey discredit the Eagle. 1126 

The eagle tells Geffrey that he is to be commended f or 

his service to Venus and Cupid and that as a reward, 

Geffrey is to be escorted to Fame's palace# where he will 

learn the tidings of Love's folk. But the eagle also adds 

that he is to take Geffrey to this place to commit him to 

"som disport and game" where he will find 

25 

Mo discordes, moo jelousies, 
Mo murmures, and moo novelries, 
And moo dissymulacions, 
And feyned reparacions; 
And moo berdys in two houres 
Withoute rasour or sisoures 
Ymad, then greynes be of sondes; 
And eke moo holdynge in hondes, 

Burlin, p. 54. 

26 "Chauce r's House of Fame: A Skeptical Epistemology 
of Love," Texas Studies in Literature and Language, 18, 
No. 2 (1976), 175. --



And also moo renovelaunces 
Of olde forleten aqueyntaunces; 
Mo love-dayes and acordes 
Then on instrumentes be cordes; 
And eke of loves moo eschaunges 
Then ever cornes were in graunges. 

(685-98) 
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This passage reflects that the disport and game in Fame's 

palace consist of some rather disturbing aspects; they con

sist of deceit and treachery, resulting in despair and dis

illusionment. This passage is nothing more than a list of 

"all the frustrations of love, the conventional catalogue 

of the world's woes."27 Upon the basis of all the informa

tion prov ided in this catalogue, 

we are given no cause to expect anything very 
ple asant . The tidings the Eagle promise s in such 
abundance will include 'both sothe sawes and 
lesinges' (676), and though his catalogue of 
examples gives roughly equal time to the good and 
the bad, the specified variety in the false 
kinds--'discords,' 'jelousies,' 'murmure s ,' 
'novelries,' 'dissymulacions,' 'feyned reparation,' 
'berdys,' and finally even 'eschaunges'--leave s a 
far from sanguine impression.28 

The most noticeable feature of this catalogue, though, is 

its inflated q uality created by ten repetitions of the word 

moo that increas e s our aware ness of abundance and excess. 

27 David H. Zucher, "The Detached and Judging · Narrator 
in Chaucer's House of Fame," Thoth, 8 (1967), 17. 

28 Burlin, p. 49. 
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Image after image of truth and falsehood combined is piled 

one upon the other to bring about the sense of inflation, 

and these images also create an undeniable feeling of ten

sion and conflict. Therefore, this catalogue of all the 

elements in Fame's house suggests that everything in her 

palace is capable of bursting through the seams of order 

and proportion. 

The eagle's discussion about the nature of sound is of 

special significance. Approximately 250 lines are devoted 

to his lecture, and woven into his discourse are numerous 

occurrences of up/down imagery. The eagle beg ins his dis

course by explaining how every element of the phenomenal 

world is inclined to move according to the laws which 

govern its own nature: 

That every kyndely thing that is 
Hath a kyndely stede ther he 
May best in hyt conserved be; 
Unto which place every thyng, 
Thorgh his kyndely enclyngng, 
Moveth for to come to, 
What that hyt is awey therfro; 

(730-36) 

Significantly, then, this eagle "is arguing strongly and 

convincingly for natural law. 1129 More noticeable, though, 

is his mention of "kyndely enclynynge," a phrase which 

29 Julius, p. 115. 



signifies gravitational movement; 30 and the next twelve 

lines describe the upward/downward movement caused by the 

gravitational pull that is associated with "kyndely 

enclynynge": 

That any thing that hevy be, 
As stoon~ or led, or thyng of wighte, 
And bere hyt never so hye on highte, 
Lat goo thyn hand, hit falleth doun. 
Ryght so seye I be fyr or soun, 
Or smoke, or other thynges lyghte; 
Alwey they seke upward on highte. 
While ech of hem is at his large, 
Lyght thing upward, and downward charge. 
And for this cause mayst thou see 
That every ryver to the see 
Enclyned ys to goo by kynde. 

(738-49) 

The eagle then proceeds to give Geffrey a "worthy demon

stracion" of this theory of natural law: 

. yf that thow 
Throwe on water now a stoon~ 
Wel wost thou, hyt wol make anoon 
A litel roundell as a sercle, 
Paraunter brod as a covercle; 
And ryght anoon thow shalt see wel, 
That whel wol cause another whel, 
And that the thridde, and so forth, brother, 
Every sercle causynge other. 

(788-96) 

In his explanation of how a stone thrown into a pool of 

water creates circles radiating from the stone's point o f 

34 

30 c. s. Lewis, The Discarded Image (London: Cambridge 
University Press, 196~ p. 141. 
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impact, we find the image of the wheel that, nmultiplyinge 

ever moo'' (801), increases in its size. With the words 

multiplyinge and moo we are given another example of infla

tion and excess in relation to a wheel that grows progres

sively larger. The image of the wheel, combined with 

similar images of sercle and roundell,representsthings that 

go round, always turning and returning. Furthermore, these 

images call to mind the turning mechanism of another wheel 

of great size and magnitude, a wheel that determines the 

fate of man in the world. We are reminded of the wheel of 

Fortune which is, as Howard Patch explains, traditionally 

used "as a symbol of instability. 1131 This wheel "puts 

man's affairs into good or bad condition," and it can at 

times "whirl a man from the top to the bottom. 1132 Often

times Fortune's wheel casts man down to a prison, or it can 

throw man down into a pit that lies beneath the whee1. 33 

Fortune's wheel, then, is responsible for turning man's 

position in the world completely upside-down. Therefore, 

heavily veiled and disguised in the eagle's discourse on 

the concept of natural law is the image of a force that can 

31 The Goddess Fortuna in Mediaeval Literature (New 
York: Octagon Books, Inc., 1967), p. 148. 

32 Patch, p. 159. 

33 Patch, pp. 161-62. 
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turn man•s unstable position in the world from a state of 

prosperity to a state of adversity; this force can bring 

man to a very unnatural world of very unnatural circum

stances. But man is the one who is to blame if he suffers 

the consequences of his fate since he has some control over 

his decision to place himself on the rim of that wheel in 

the first place.34 Geffrey, of course, is unaware that the 

eagle's discussion contains a disguised meaning. He is 

unaware that this eagle is taking him to a place that is 

counter to natural law. Ironically, the "champion of 

natural law is h imself an unnatural creature, 11 35 a bird 

made of gold who represents, as Geffrey admits, "no maner 

creature/ That ys yformed by Nature" (489-90). 

The example of a stone thrown into water serves as an 

analogy for the eagle's explanation of how sound travels 

and moves according to natural law. From this point in his 

discourse, about twenty-five occurre nces of words such as 

up, down, above, under, inclined, upward, high, upper, 

mount, descent, and soar dominate the narrative for approxi

mately 170 lines; the average frequency of occurrence of 

t h e se word s is a pproximately once every seven lines. The 

34 Patch, p .. 159. 

35 Julius, p .. 115 .. 
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contribution to the sense of up-and-down movement is sig

nificant for several reasons. First, the eagle instructs 

Geffrey to look down (889) upon the earth that, to Geffrey, 

seems no more than a speck. The eagle then alludes to 

Alexander and Daedalus, two figures of classical mythology 

who tried to fly up into the heavens beyond their natural 

place in the world only to fall back down to earth. Accord

ing to Sheila Delany, "the figure of Alexander had become 

by Chaucer's time an example of the overreaching worldly 

ambition that requires and receives some check. 1136 The 

moral behind the fall of D3.edalus is that "man should not 

aspire beyond his natural role. 1137 Then the eagle tells 

Geffrey to look up (925) and to regard "this large space" 

(926) where Geffrey notices the Milky Way. Immediately the 

eagle relates the story of Phaethon who, through his pride 

and ambition, drove his father's chariot across the sky but 

for ferde, loste hys wyt 
Of that, and let the reynes gon 
Of his hors; and they anoon 
Gonne up to mounte and down descende, 
Til bothe the eyr and erthe brende; 
Til Jupiter, loo, atte laste, 
Hym slow, and fro the carte caste. 

(950-56) 

3 6 Chaucer's House of Fame: The Poetics of Skeptical 
Fideisrn (Chicago and London~he University ofChicago 
Press, 1972), p. 81. 

37 Delany, p. 80. 



The eagle ends his account of the story with a moral 

judgment: 

11Loo, ys it not a g ret myschaunce 
To lete a fool han governaunce 
Of a thing that he can not demeyne? " 

(957-59) 
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The rise and fall of Alexander :Daedalus, and Phaethon show 

that man's temptation to seek renown is caused by his will

ful wretchedness of self-seeking ambition; his fall is 

caused by his inability to control and maintain his posi

tion once he has reached the pinnacle of success and 

f ortune. And the frequent occurre.nces of up-and-down 

imagery heighten the awareness o f the instability associ

ated with the up-down-turn-around condition of man 

controlled by fortune's wheel. 

Geffrey looks down (1964) and observes 

the ayerissh bestes, 
Cloudes, mystes, and tempestes, 
Snowes, hayles, reynes, wyndes, 
And th'engendrynge in hir dyndes. 

(965-68) 

The meaning of these lines represents the climactic point of 

Book II. The instability has now become so intense that 

even the forces of nature are completely out of control; 

t hey have become beast-like in their as pect and have lost 

all sense of order and proportion. Nature has fallen 



almost into a state of madness, and Geffrey, terrified by 

what he sees, exclaims, 

"O God!" quod y, "that made Adam, 
Moche ys thy myght and thy noblesse!" 
And thoo thoughte y upon Boece, 
That writ, "A thought may flee so hye, 
Wyth fetheres of Philosophye, 
To passen everych element." 

(970-75) 
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The elements to which Geffrey refers are the celestial 

spheres, but these spheres are not those to which Lady Phil

osophy refers in the Consolation. The elements that Geffrey 

sees in his flight through the heavens are certainly not the 

celestial spheres of the Consolation. On the contrary, 

Geffrey has been taken to another wasteland, "the desert of 

space, that most alien of atmospheres. 1138 That he alludes 

to Adam is most significant in that Adam represents fallen 

man and fallen nature. The chaotic condition of nature is 

enough to cause Geffrey to "wexen in a ware" (979), or to 

fall into a state of uncertainty. Clearly, then, the 

instability of the forces of nature together with the feel

ing of uncertainty that Geffrey experiences illustrates how 

the physical condition of the universe can reflect the 

s piritual condition of man. 

38 Julius, p. 110. 
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As the eagle transports Geffrey closer to their desti

nation, the eagle cries out loudly: 

Now up the hed, for al ys wel; 
Seynte Julyan, loo, bon hostel! 
Se here the Haus of Fame, lo! 

(1021-23) 

That the eagle applies this grand epithet "bon hostel" to 

Fame's house is most appropriate because this great house, 

as we shall see later, contains the worldly goods. The 

ostelementz of all man's cupiditous desires. And the 

eagle's allusion to Saint Julian, "patron saint of hospi-

tality, is equally appropriate. . The use of 'hostel'--

that is, a public lodging place--emphasizes the aptness and 

irony of 'Seynte Julyan' and, at one deft stroke, reduces 

Fame's position from goddess to concierge. 1139 As Geffrey 

will soon discover, Fame is no goddess who extends any 

hospitality whatsoever; rather, she is vain, fickle, con

ceited, and unreasonable toward those who seek her favors 

and rewards. 

Finally, the eagle asks Geffrey to listen to the "grete 

soun" that rumbles "up and doun" Fame's house (1025-26). 

Geffrey compares this sound to that of the sea that beats 

"ayen the roches holowe" (1035) and to the rumbling that 

39 Julius, p. 137. 
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follows "the clappe of a thundringe" (1040). Obviously, 

these portentous and ominous sounds are not a reflection of 

a divine cosmos created and maintained with order and sta

bility by God's divine love; 40 these sounds reflect rather 

an inversion of the harmonious music of the spheres of the 

Consolation. They are contrary to the doctrine of the har

mony of the spheres. Geffrey hears only noise "in ironic 

contrast to the stability of Boethius' heavenly 'hous' or 

the harmonious sounds greeting Dante in Paradise. 1141 Most 

ironic, though, is Geffrey's oath to Saint Clare (1066), 

"whose nuns were strictly bound to observe silence. 1142 

That the eagle carries his charge to an environment 

that is conspicuously contrary to natural law and to nature 

itself is a clear indication that this guide is afflicted 

with blindness. Traditionally, the eagle symbolizes not 

only the power of reason but also the power of clear vision 

demonstrated by his ability to stare directly at the sun 

and to withstand the glare of its intense rays. 43 But 

Geffrey's eagle, who never once looks at the sun during the 

40 Leyerle, p. 248. 

41 Koonce, p. 169. 

42 Marie Neville, "Chaucer and St. Clare," Journal of 
English and Ge rmanic Philology, 55 (1956), 429. 

43 Reginald Berry, "Chaucer's Eagle and the Element 
Air," University of Toronto Quarterly, 43 (1974), 286. 
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journey, seems quite unaware that Fame's world is contrary 

to nature. Rather, he views the orderly world as one 

"governed not by Love but by Fame. 1144 He transports 

Geffrey not to an orderly and reasonable world, but to an 

unreasonable and chaotic one, a place to which "men can 

fall victim if they surrender their humanity to a flawed 

perspective of the world and their place in it. 1145 

In the invocation to Book III the narrator insists 

that he has the diligence to show only meaning, not craft. 

Despite Geffrey's intention, though, he does in fact show 

craft: the craft and artifice of an unnatural place. In 

his description of Fame's castle, Geffrey uses such words 

as wrought, make, compassings, craftely, counterfeit, cast, 

art, carvings, massonries, and plated. These descriptive 

words "serve to emphasize the manufactured quality of its 

construction, 1146 and the overall effect is to present a 

distinct contrast between Fame's palace and the heavenly 

paradise to which Lady Philosophy escorts Boethius in the 

Consolation. Fame's palace is the destination for all men 

who transgress Nature's laws and who seek the false worldly 

goods of temporal prosperity. 

44 Sanders, p. 7. 

45 Julius, p. 121. 

46 Julius, p. 152. 

Fame's palace, then, "draws 
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to it all things which share her nature . . and the cold 

of its setting is the cold of death or of life sold cheap 

or of imitation. 11 4 7 Like the desert that surrounds the 

temple of Venus and the wasteland of airish beasts, this 

palace is another wasteland, the crafted wasteland of 

ostelementz. Geffrey has arrived at an unnatural world 

that runs contrary to nature, a world turned upside-down 

b y man's pur s uit of cupiditous love. Fame's devotees who 

"cons ciously and deliberately yearn after Fame's palace 

have gone beyond the 'stede' of man. In their zeal to 

a chi e ve f a me they are guilty of overweening pride, self

l ove (cup iditas), the sin that could make man fall. 1148 

Book III of the House of Fame is therefore a portrait of 

ma n's condition after the fall, an unsettling vision of 

what Lady Philosophy calls "the habundaunce of thynges" that 

turns man "al in the contrarie" (II, P. 5, 115-17). 

Furthe rmore, Fame's world is a striking example of how man 

has forfeited his soul by his possession of ostelementz; 

conseq uently , as Lady Philosophy warns, is "the condicion 

of thy nges turned up-so-doun" (II, P. 5, 127-28). As we 

s hall s ee late r, the goddes s Fame "comes close to the 

47 Julius , p. 159. 

48 9 Sanders , p .. 



medieval view of the instability and deceitfulness of 

Fortune," who, as Geffrey tells us, is her sister. 49 

44 

Geffrey's description of Fame's palace serves to i n 

tensify the unstable sterile nature of her environment. As 

he climbs up the huge rock he notices that it bears a 

strong resemblance to "alum of glas," but after closer in

vestigation, he discovers that the rock is made only of ice. 

Immediately he admits, 

"By Seynt Thomas of Kent! 
This were a feeble fundament 
To bilden on a place hye. 
He ought him lytel glorifye 
That hereon bilt, God so me save!" 

(1131-35) 

This rock of ice is the feeble foundation upon which Fame 1 s 

castle rests, and such a foundation certainly identifies 

the feeble aspect of Fame's world that is clearly in oppo

sition to the stability of God's eternal paradise. B. G. 

Koonce maintains that since "it lacks durability, ice, like 

the glass of Venus's temple, may also signify the transiency 

of worldly goods. 1150 And that Geffrey appeals to God once 

again to save him from such a world indicates that he is 

consciously searching for stability and permanence. 

49 s. s. Hussey, Chaucer: An Introduction (London: 
Methuen and Company,. 1971), p. 3~ 

50 Koonce, p. 189. 



His attention is drawn to the melting letters on one 

side of the rock, and he observes that 

They were almost ofthowed so 
That of the lettres oon or two 
Was motle away of every name, 
So unfamous was woxe hir fame. 

(1143-46) 
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On the northern side of the rock, shaded by Fame's castle, 

are the recorded names of other famous folk. He comments 

that this writing is preserved "on so cold a place/ That 

hete myghte hit not deface" (1163-64). Both sides of the 

rock represent the duality of Fame's world. That the 

name s on her feeble foundation are either preserved or 

allowed to fade and perish is symbolic of her fickle nature. 

More significant, however, is that the two sides of the 

rock represent an unnatural aspect of Fame's environment. 

That one side of the rock is cold and the other hot indi

cates that the natural seasons of the year have completely 

broken down into a state of limbo and coexist in direct 

opposition to each other. And since there is no evidence 

of any natural progression of the seasons necessary for 

growth and productivity, Fame's world, then, represents all 

that is contrary to the creation of life. Therefore, a 

very alien climate pervades this crafted and artificial 

world. 
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As Geffrey approaches Fame's castle, he exclaims with 

unrestrained amazement, "by seynt Gyle! / Al was of ston of 

beryle" (1183-84). The oath to Saint Giles is ironic and 

most appropriate to the action that takes place later in 

the narrative because Saint Giles is the patron saint of 

51 cripples and beggars. The vast horde of Fame's suppliants 

and devotees, as will be seen, are crippled in the sense 

that they have neglected the needs of their defective 

souls, and they are beggars in the sense that they prostrate 

themselves before Fame's throne and plead for her gifts. 

Because they chase blindly after the mutable gifts of 

Fortune, these suppliants have stripped themselves of all 

moral and spiritual dignity. Furthermore, that the castle 

is built of beryl, a gem that "makes everything appear 

larger than it really is, 1152 and that it shines with great 

splendor and brilliance, intensify the visual effect of 

appearances that often distort the truth and blind the 

eyes. 53 

Geffrey quickly notes the "babewynnes" or baboons and 

other such grotesque figures that decorate the towers of 

the castle. Patricia Ward Julius believes that these 

51 Bert Dillon, A Chaucer Dictionary: Proper Names 
and Allustions (Boston: G. K. Hall, 1974), p. 3. 

52 Clemen, p. 102, n. 1. 

53 Koonce, p. 19 6 . 
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"babewynnes" should be taken literally as "baboons" because 

in the catalogue that follows, Chaucer mentions several 

"smal harpers" who imitate like apes the music of the 

famous harpers. 54 Furthermore, Beryl Rowland maintains 

that the ape is "an animal of grimaces and tricks" and is 

associated with the devil, "the imitator of God. 1155 The 

catalogue of famous harpers represents a very clear picture 

of the famous people who are attracted to the opulence of 

Fame's world. First, we find Orpheus, whose music, as 

Geffrey comments, is played "ful craftely." But Orpheus is 

often taken as a symbol of unnatural lust. 
Moreover, both he and Arion with whom he shares 
this highest niche are famous for their skill, 
so great that their music can bind beasts to 
their will or need. Chiron. • is himself a 
fabulous creature ~ half-man, half-horse, 
who as tutor to Achilles and Jason used music 
to soothe and win his pupils.56 

That this world consists predominantly of ape-like imitators 

and men who are half-human, half-animal reveals the beast

like nature of men once they have given themselves over to 

the sensual world, "to the love of pleasure rather than of 

God," and finally to the "lavishness of the decoration and 

54 Julius, pp. 153-54. 

55 Bery l Rowland, Blind Beasts: Chaucer's Animal 
World (Kent, Ohio: Kent State University Press, 1971), p. 32. 

56 Julius, pp. 156-57. 
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gems that blind the eye of the beholder. 1157 These harpers 

and their ape-like imitators are those who, as Lady Phil

osophy explains, have forgotten their divine nature and 

have not passed into "the condicion of God" (IV, P. 3, 

124-29); as a result, they have been turned into beasts. 

The catalogue of famous musicians is significant for 

several reasons. Among the various instruments that these 

musicians play are the "cornemuse, 11 or bagpipe, and the 

"liltyng horn," or trumpet, in addition to pipes and other 

wind instruments "As han thise lytel herde-gromes, / That 

kepen bestis in the bromes" (1225-26). The bagpipe is 

traditionally associated with gluttony, lechery, and lust;58 

and it is most often "a popular image of discord. 1159 The 

bagpipe is therefore an appropriate musical sign for Fame's 

moral cripples and beggars, for these musicians are immoral 

shepherds or "herde-gromes" at the entrance of Fame's 

court. Likewise, the trumpet signifies Judgment Day "moral 

57 Hammil, p. 80. 

58 Edward A. Block, "Chaucer's Millers and Their 
Bagpipes," Speculum, 29 (1954), 241. 

59 Jesse M. Gellrich ,"The Parody of Medieval Music 
i n the Miller's Tale ," Journal of English and Germanic 
Philology, 73 (1974), 179. 



discord, and perhaps also worldly pride."60 This instru

ment also figures predominantly as a standard for loud

ness. 6 1 The loud, discordant music performed by these 

p l aye rs is a reversal of the melodious harmony of the 

spheres. These musicians and the music they play signify 

49 

that man's soul is out of tune with the divine harmony and 

1 t . 1 d f th · 6 2 ce e s i a or e r o e universe. -According to David 

Chamb e rlain, the moral behavior of man "is a kind of music 

that s hould imi t ate the harmony of the spheres," and the 

"ins trume ntal music too should imitate the harmony of crea

t ion in orde r to fo s t e r virtuous humans~ 1163 But there is 

no i mitati o n o f the h a rmony of the spheres in Fame's 

pal a c e , f or a few lines later we find the list of trumpets 

that "make n blody s oun" (1239), "For in fight and blod

shedyng s / Ys u sed gladly clarionynge" (1241-42). 

Obviously , thes e loud sounds are not the divine melody and 

h a rmony o f pa r ad i se ; they are the noise of man's perverse 

na t ur e . Th e numb e r o f f amous trumpeters is almost too 

6 0 Da vid Chamberlain, "Musical Signs and Symbols in 
Chaucer: Co nve nti on and Origina lity ," in Signs and Symbol s 
i n Ch a u cer' s Po e try , eds. John P. Herman~ and.John J. 
Burke , J r. (University , Alab ama: The University of Alab ama 
Press , 198 1) , 71. 

6 l c 1air c. Ol s on, "Chaucer and the Music o f the Four
tee n t h Centu ry ," Speculum, 1 6 (1941), 88. 

6 2 Lewis , p. Sn. 

63 Ch a mber lain, p . 47. 



exhaustive for Geffrey to list, for the members of this 

group are 

Moo than sterres be in hevene, 
Of whiche I nyl as now not ryme, 
For ese of yow, and los of tyme. 
For tyme ylost~ this knowen ye, 
Be no way may recovered be. 

(1254-58) 

The last three lines indicate that Fame's environment is 

impervious to the natural process of time. The general 

mood in these lines suggests Judgment Day, when time has 

run out for man to redeem his fallen nature. 
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Geffrey then lists all the magicians, jugglers, charm

ers, wi tches, and sorcerers who 

craftely don her ententes 
To make, in certeyn ascendents, 
Ymages, lo, thrugh which magik 
To make a man ben hool or syk. 

(1267-70) 

That Geffrey refers to their craft as "Al this magik 

natural" (1266) is ironic because there is nothing natural 

about their art. These magicians, witches, and sorcerers 

deal in the art and science of deception; they can offer 

man nothing more than a world of deceptive appearances, or 

ymages that blind the eyes to truth and reality. Further

more, Geffrey also refers to several jugglers in this 

catalogue who, as Clair C. Olson explains, have "the 



reputation of being rogues and rascals," in addition to 

those who use the guise of a minstrel ' 11 as a means to all 

sorts of underhanded dealing. 1164 Most significant about 

the catalogue of magicians is the inclusion of a most 

familiar and famous sorcerer, Circe. According to the 

Greek legend, Odysseus's men were turned into swine after 

they had eaten her food. As will be seen later in this 
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last book of the House of Fame, man's appetite and desire 

for fame bring him to a world that reveals his true bestial 

cond i tion resulting from his refusal to obey the laws of 

nature establishe d by God's divine love and reason. All 

of these minstrels, trumpeters, magicians, and sorcerers who 

gather at the gate of Fame's castle to play their loud and 

noisy instruments and perform their tricks are obviously 

not the inhabitants of heavenly paradise. These "loud and 

discordant noises have no proper place in a love-vision, 

whose t ypical sounds are those of ·music, birdsong, warm 

b . t 1165 reezes and running wa er. Fame's world, then, is a 

mock-paradise, where all who "longeth unto Fame" (1200) 

accumulate. However, these loud and discordant noises are 

i ndeed appropriate for this love-vision, for the House o f 

64 Olson, p. 69. 

65 James Winny, Chaucer's Dream-Poems (London: 
a nd Windus, 1973), p. 94. 

Chatto 
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Fame, especially in its climactic third book, is a vision 

of false love and of man, whose music points to his fallen 

nature. I believe that Alice s. Miskimin is most accurate 

in her contention that the theme of this last book is 

cacophony, that all the harpers, jugglers, gargoyles, 

baboons, and magicians all "reiterate the same theme: 'as 

craft countrefeteth kynde!' Fallen art imitates fallen 

nature. 1166 

Geffrey arrives at Fame's castle and marvels at its 

crafted appearance. He immediately notices that the walls 

of beryl 

Shoone ful lyghter than a glas 
And made wel more than hit was 
To semen every thing, ywis, 
As kynde thyng of Fames is. 

(1289-92) 

That the beryl shines with more brilliance than glass indi

cates that the beryl is the main source of light in Fame's 

world, but a very unnatural light. This source of light 

is, like everything else in the place, "artificial, far 

beyond the authority of Apollo as god of the sun, nature's 

great light. 11 6 7 Beryl· is also defective in the sense that 

66 The Renaissance Chaucer (New Haven and Loridon: 
Yale University Press, 1975), pp. 72-73. 

67 Julius, p. 144. 



it magnifies everything beyond proper proportion, to make 

things seem larger than they really are. 
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When Geffrey approaches the castle of Fame, he observes 

the marvelous gate that 

so wel corven was 
That never such another nas; 
And yit was be aventure 
Iwroght, as often as be cure. 

(1295-98) 

And most importantly, Geffrey notices that this gate is 

carved of gold. We are reminded once again of the gold of 

Venus's temple and the golden eagle who transported Geffrey 

to this palace, and we are to expect the similarly decep

tive quality of Fame's world. As B. G. Koonce maintains, 

"a reversal of values is detectable in the gate, whose 

glittering gold. . shines with false resplendence that 

blinds the eye with temporal prosperity. 1168 And most sig

nificantly, Geffrey is careful to notice that "it was be 

aventure iwrought," a sign that Fame's world is crafted by 

chance as well as by intention. 

As Geffrey enters the palace, the vast multitude of men 

in coats of arms are so numerous that "Men myghte make of 

hem a bible/ Twenty foot thykke" (1334-35). According to 

Alfred Peck, the number twenty is a numerical sig·n of the 

68 Koonce, p. 205. 
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Devil, and it is "the number of Fortune or mutability.69 

Fame's world, therefore, is not a divine, heavenly paradise 

but a most unholy place disguised in rich and glorious 

appearances. That every wall, the floor, and the roof are 

all gold-plated a half a foot thick indicates that Fame's 

world is not what it appears to be. Hers is a paradise 

turned upside-down where confusion, noise, and disorder 

abound. 

Geffrey's description of the goddess Fame is quite 

detailed and leaves the impression that she is quite unlike 

anyone he has e ncountered before. He refers to her as a 

femini ne creature and states that 

never formed by Nature 
Nas such a nother thing yseye. 
For alther-first, soth for to seye, 
Me thoughte that she was so lyte 
That the lengthe of a cubite 
Was lengere than she semed be. 
But thus sone, in a whyle, she 
Hir tho so wonderliche streighte 
That with hir feet she erthe reighte, 
And with hir hed she touched hevene, 
Ther as shy nen sterres sevene. 

(1366-76) 

Geffrey has portrayed a most horrific aspect about this 

creature: she can increase her height in order to touch 

heaven with her head, and by d oing so, she defies the laws 

69 Peck, p . 102, n. 8. 
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of natural proportion. That she can increase her height 

beyond proper proportion personifies the inflated world 

which she rules and perpetuates. Fame's unnatural physical 

aspect signifies the extent to which the excessive abun

dance of worldly goods and the multitude of people who seek 

fame and renown completely satiate her environment. 

Furthermore, that Fame must increase her height in order to 

touch heaven tells us that both she and her domain are 

located somewhere below heaven, below the seven stars, 

beneath God's divine paradise. Ironically, then, Geffrey's 

11 heavenly journey 11 through the universe of the spheres was 

no real upward journey at all; on the contrary, his flight 

has taken him down to a lower order of nature than that of 

heaven. 

More noticeable about Fame's physical appearance, 

though, are her numerous eyes, as many "As fetheres upon 

foules be, / Or weren on the bestes four" (1382-83). B. R. 

Sanders explains that Fame "not only has as many eyes as a 

bird has feathers, but they cover her body in the same way. 

The image recalls the peacock, with its Argus eyes, a medi

eva l e mbl em of pride . 117 0 Also, this goddess has many 

11 upstondyng eres; And tongues, as on bestes heres
11 

(1389-90). Fame is thus more beast-like than human in her 

70 Sanders, p. 11. 



t 71 d. aspec , an if she attracts all those who share her 

nature, then we are to suspect that her world is somewhat 

less than human. 
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Finally, Geffrey wanders farther into the palace, and 

he hears music: 

the hevenyssh melodye 
Of songs, ful of armonye, 
I herde aboute her throne ysonge, 
That al the paleys-walles ronge! 
So song the myghty Muse, she 
That cleped ys Caliope, 
And hir eighte sustren eke. 

(1395-1401) 

These muses sing the praise of adoration to Fame, "Heryed 

be thou and thy name" (1405). Curiously, this praise 

calls to mind the second verse of the Lord's prayer, 

"Hallowed be thy name," but the source of adoration for 

these muses is not God the Father but Fame the goddess. 

The s ong of these muses (and of the musicians as well) "is 

the 'old song' of cupidity, and its mellifluous sounds 

denote the sweet persuasiveness with which Satan tempts men 

to worship worldly delights. 1172 Furthermore, the "hevenyssh 

melodye" is ironic in tone and signifies an inversion of 

God 's and nature's order, for "these invocations solidify 

71 Julius, p. 175. 

72 Koonce, p. 19 9. 



the inversion and, by their irony, strengthen the lesson 

that Fame is a perversion of nature and the divine order 

that is God's. 1173 And as David Chamberlain is careful to 
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explain, the music of these deities represents the 11 ridicu

lous imitation of heavenly praise. 1174 

After a time, Geffrey hears another noise and notices 

that this clamor is caused by 

A ryght gret companye withalle, 
And that of sondry regiouns, 
Of alleskynnes condiciouns 
That dwelle in erthe under the mane, 
Pore and riche. 

(1528-32) 

This great company consists of the nine groups of petition

ers who beseech Fame for her rewards and gifts. The number 

nine is significant in that it represents defect, one 

75 
number short of perfection represented by the number ten. 

That these groups signify all the defective conditions of 

mankind "under the mane" gives a further indication that 

Fame's world is located below the perfection of God's 

divine paradise. And that Fame's world is located under 

the moon clearly tells us that her domain belongs to 

73 Julius, p. 176. 

74 Chamberlain, p. 50. 

75 Vincent Foster Hopper, Medieval Number Symbolism 
(New York: Cooper Square Publishers, Inc., 1969), p. 101. 
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eternal night, a world illuminated not by the natural light 

of the sun but by the artificial brightness of beryl-covered 

walls. Furthermore, according to C. S. Lewis, the moon's 

· 76 · influence produces a "wandering of the wits," and we now 

suspect that Fame's world, into which Geffrey has wandered, 

is somewhat impErvious to reason. 

We see just how unreasonable Fame is as we consider 

Geffrey's account of the nine companies who come before her. 

This account is notable in that these groups are reminiscent 

of the nine orders of angels that "surround the throne of 

God, being the nearest things created to His perfection. 1177 

But the nine groups who gather. before Fame who fall on their 

knees and who request her rewards are a reversal of God's 

divine order of angels. Fame's petitioners have fallen 

into the vanity of self-love and the love of fame and per

sonal renown; as a result, they "have lifted themselves out 

f th · · t 1 wi'thi'n the chai·n. 1178 
o eir appropria e pace Moreover, 

Paul Ruggiers explains that the account of Fame's petition

ers is a "logical demonstration of Chaucer's ideas about 

Fame and her influence upon the lives of men.
1179 

76 Peck, p. 4 7. 

77 Peck, p. 4 7. 

78 Sanders, pp . 8-9. 

79 Ruggiers, p. 25. 
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Geffrey soon discovers that Fame dispenses renown to 

her suppliants completely at random and without reason and 

justice, for he admits, 

sornme of hem she graunted sone, 
And sornme she werned wel and faire, 
And somme she graunted the contraire 
Of her axyng outterly. 
But thus I seye yow, trewely, 
What her cause was, y nyste. 

(1538-43) 

The first group of petitioners call upon the goddess 

to give them fame, and they make their request in a most 

humble manner: 

"Madame," sayde they, "we be 
Folk that here besechen the 
That thou graunte us now good fame, 
And let our werkes han that name; 
In ful recompensacioun 
Of good werkes, yive us good renoun." 

(1553-58) 

This group apparently expects reward for good works, but it 

is virtue, not good works, 80 that should be rewarded. Fame, 

who in her inconsistency does not always employ order and 

reason, refuses to grant this group any renown and replies 

to these folk abusively and tactlessly: 

80 

"For me lyst hyt noght," quad she; 
''No wyght shal speke of yow,. yw~s, 
Good ne harm, ne that ne this. 

(1564-66) 

Koonce, p. 235. 
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She calls upon her messenger to find Aeolus, god of the wind, 

and to bring him to her court. The messenger finds the god 

in a cave of stone, which calls to mind that cave of stone 

where Morpheus dwells, the god whom Geffrey invoked in 

Book I. Aeolus takes two trumpets, Clere Laud and 

Sklaundre, and carries them to Fame's palace. Each trumpet 

signifies the reward of fame or oblivion that the goddess 

grants by virtue of her personal whims. 

The second petitioners are more subtle in their request 

for fame than their predecessors. They speak to Fame using 

the voice of fe igned humility and humbleness: 

"Lady , graunte us now good fame, 
And lat oure werkes han that name 
Now in horour of gentilesse, 
And also God your soule blesse!" 

(1609-12) 

These hypocrites try to manipulate their way to reward by 

covering themselves in the cloak of gentilesse and lavish

ing the goddess with false praises. Again inconsistent in 

her upside-down world, Fame grants them total oblivion. 

Aeolus is instructed to take Sklaundre, the black trumpet 

of brass 

That fouler than the devel was, 
And gan this trumpe for to blowe 
As al the world shulde overthrowe. 

(1638-40) 
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That Geffrey compares this stench to that of the pit of 

hell is appropriate to Fame's world, for her world is, in 

fact, a pit into which her people are gathered. We are 

also reminded of the pit at the bottom of Fortune's wheel, 

into which the vain and ambitious people are cast down. 

The third company ask for fame although it mentions 

nothing about having achieved good works. This group simply 

request fame on the basis that its members consider them

selves worthy of such reward. The goddess grants these 

people fame; in fact, she gives them more than they deserve, 

a fact that points to her irrational and unjust decisions. 

She calls upon Aeolus to take up Clere Laud, the trumpet of 

gold, and to "Blow yt soo / That throgh the world her fame 

goo" ( 16 7 4 - 7 5) . 

The fourth company of petitioners do not ask for fame, 

nor do they flatter the goddess or praise her insincerely. 

They stand in a row and make their requests: 

"Hyde our werkes and our name, 
For Goddys love; for certes we 
Han certeyn doon hyt for bounte, 
And for no maner other thing." 

(1696-99) 

These petitioners, even though they prefer to have their 

works hidden out of love for God, are misdirected because 

instead of appealing to God to reward them for their 
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virtuous works,. they appeal to Fame. And that the goddess 

grants them nothing but total oblivion suggests her unrea

sonable and unjust nature. She flatly replies, "let your 

werkes be ded" ( 1701) . 

The fifth company of suppliants approach Fame, fall 

down on their knees, 

And syden they yeven noght a led 
For fame no for such renoun; 
For they for contemplacioun 
And Goddes love hadde ywrought, 
Ne of fame wolde they nought. 

(1708-11) 

Geffrey describes this group as a "route" whose members bow 

down in total obedience. Their slang expression that "they 

yeven noght a lek'' for fame distinguishes them as somewhat 

. l . 81 incongruous to a life of contemp ation. In the reversed 

scheme of things, Fame grants renown to this hypocritical 

group. 

The sixth company rushes toward the goddess and 

delivers a frenzied, long-winded declamatio in their 

desperate attempt to achieve her gift of renown. · The 

members of this group reveal themselves as malicious and 

deceitful in their request: 

81 Julius, p. 198. 



yet preye we 
That we mowe han as good a fame, 
And gret renoun and knowen name , 
As they that han doon noble gestes, 
And acheved alle her lestes, 
As wel of love as other thyng. 

(1734-39) 
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These petitioners want as much fame as anyone else, regard

less of their merits. Furthermore, they are deceitful in 

their ways, for they admit quite candidly, 

Yet lat us to the peple seme 
Suche as the world may of us deme 
That wommen loven us for wad. 

(1745-47) 

This group desires to attain renown by virtue of appear

ances. Moveover, that this company has reduced love to the 

level of lust, where it is used merely as a token for fame, 

is, as Paul Ruggiers explains, "a sign that the love ele-

82 
ment has been absorbed into a larger framework." To this 

malicious company Fame grants renown. 

The seventh company merely requests that they be 

granted fame for the same reason that she rewarded the 

sixth company. But ironically, the goddess rebukes them, 

calling them masty swine, and grants them nothing but 

oblivion. That Fame chooses to call this group swine 

conveys the idea of greed and suggests that just as the 

82 . 27 Ruggiers, p. . 
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animal has gorged himself on berries, so those anxious for 

recognition are bloated with their own importance. 83 Thus, 

Aeolus takes his trumpet and begins 

to blasen out a soun 
As lowde as beloweth wynd in helle; 
And ek therwith, soth to telle, 
This soun was so ful of japes, 
As ever mowes were in apes. 

(1802-6) 

Again, we find another reference to hell which proves that 

Fame's palace is not a paradise, but paradise reversed 

where injustice and irrationality abound. And most notable 

is the occurrence once again of animal imagery that height

e ns the sense that man has become beast-like in his nature 

by trusting Fame and following after her rewards. 

Geffrey describes the eighth company who also pray for 

fame and renown as wicked, harmful, and traitorous. But 

the goddess stalls, wishing to grant reward at a later 

time. That she postpones her judgment indicates that she 

is quite capable of reacting to man's request in almost any 

manner associated with her adherence to the upside-down 

scheme of things. 

The ninth group, "lepynge in a route" (1823), readily 

confess that they 

83 
Rowland, p. 85. 



ben shrewes, every wyght, 
And han delyt in wikkednesse, 
As goode folk han in godnesse; 
And joye to be knowen shrewes, 
And ful of vice and wikked thewes. 

(1830-34) 
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These petitioners request that they be granted renown for 

their wickedness and to be remembered for their treachery. 

One person in the group speaks to the goddess, explaining 

that since he could not achieve fame "As goode folk han for 

godness" (1854), he has chosen to set the temple of Isis 

afire in order to win renown for such a wicked deed. The 

people of this group "court the foul smoke of Scandal to 

k th . . . t 1· 84 ma e eir crimes immor a . . In virtually every respect 

the members of this last group embody the concept of 

reversal, of the upside-down. 

What the account of these nine companies proves is that 

Fame does not always promise the rewards that men believe 

she will promise. She is fickle, unreasonable, unjust, and 

unstable. This goddess 

accentuates the vast gulf between what men 
believe Fame to be and what she really is. By 
elevating worldly fame to the position of a 
deity an object of worship, an end in its elf, 
man h~s created a false and empty ideal. By 
acc e pting as true and real what is only 
appearance, man has perverted his own 

84 1· Ju ius, p. 204. 



humanity and denies the divine spark that 
makes him man.BS 
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Geffrey finally leaves the noise and confusion of 

Fame's palace and notices a house built of twigs that turns 

endlessly around. He remarks that "hyt was shapen lyk a 

cage (1985), and the analogy here is significant: this 

house of twigs represents the image of a bird cage and 

"points to the stock identification of souls as birds." 86 

This house of twigs recalls the jangling bird to which 

Philosophy refers in the Consolation that resides in 

captivity inside the straight cage and longs for her true 

destination in the wood. The house of twigs, filled with a 

congregation of folk, is a cage for man's soul that is 

finally trapped and confined to an unnatural place. This 

cage is symbolic of man's captivity within a world that he 

has deliberately chosen in lieu of his natural place in the 

universal scheme created by the order and reason of God. 

But more importantly, the house of twigs "is the equivalent 

of the 'felde ful of folke' . in which the voice of 

truth and charity has been lost in the maze of cupidity."
87 

The voice of that truth and charity has been replaced by 

85 Julius, p. 202. 

86 Gardner, p. 183. 

87 Koonce , p. 2 6 3 . 
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the jangles and whisperings of war, peace, rest, work, love, 

hate, trust, dread, of good government or misgovernment. 

Furthermore, the house, as Geffrey is quick to notice, is 

made of "the tyrnber of no strengthe" (1980), a feature that 

points to its instability much like the instability of 

Fame's feeble foundation. 

Finally, perched upon a stone is Geffrey's golden 

eagle who carries him into this house of twigs, where he 

hears the great rumors and whisperings. But Geffrey hears 

another noise from the corner of the hall and sees a multi-

tude of people who 

were alle on an hepe, 
Tho behynde begunne up lepe, 
And clamben up on other faste, 
And up the nose and yen kaste, 
And troden fast on others heles, 
And stampen, as men doon aftir eles. 

(2149-54) 

The noise and confusion have now become paramount as Fame's 

people trample upon one another to hear the words from what 

appears to be a man of great authority. The poem ends 

abruptly "in a treatment of mob psychology, showing the 

perversion of love's power to wrong ends"; we are now aware 

that "courtesy is abandoned and the Self becomes a monster 

88 
many-headed." 

88 
Zucker, p. 20. 



The House of Fame clearly demonstrates the state to 

which men fall when they pursue the wrong kind of love. 
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When men refuse to see God's divine order but seek after 

worldly ambitions and temporal rewards and when they build 

for themselves a transient, unnatural paradise, then they 

become prisoners to their own cupiditous desires. Chaucer 

has presented a vision of man who chooses the world of 

ostelementz, and who in doing so has rejected the divine in 

f avor of the profane; consequently, it is a vision of man 

who has broken the chain of steadfastness and has forfeited 

hi s d i v ine p l a ce within God's universal scheme. The worldly 

parad i se that man has built for himself is vulnerable and 

e xposed to the vicissitudes of fortune and chance--nothing 

i n hi s world is steadfast; in fact, everything is turned to 

the contrary , turned up-so-doun, through man's purusit of 

false love. In a sense, man has lost his footing in a 

world of his own making. And, of course, Geffrey, who has 

witne s sed all the fanfare of the palace, is asked if he has 

come to this place to receive fame. To this question 

Geffrey flatl y confesses, 

"Nay , for so the fr end," quod y ; 
''I cam noght hyder, g raunt me rcy, 
For no such cause, by my hed! 
Sufficeth me, as I were ded~ 
That no wight have my name in honde. 
I wot myself best how y stonde." 

(1873-78) 
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This reply capsulizes the Boethian philosophy "well learned, 

that inner peace cannot be bought on the world's terms. 

To it Chaucer adds a faith in oneself. . He refuses to 

be overwhelmed by the accidents of fortune or fame. 1189 If 

Fame represents the bitter fruit of men's false love, then 

they "should fasten their hopes on something more stable, 

over and above this capricious power. 1190 To this end, 

Chaucer gives another vision, this time of man struggling 

to restore order, stability, and accord to a world that 

lies dangerously on the verge of turning upside-down. 

89 . 26 Ruggiers, p. . 

90 Ruggiers, p. 25. 



CHAPTER III 

THE FULL CIRCLE: LOVE'S ROUNDEL 

We have seen thus far how the noisy and cacaphonous 

atmosphere in the House of Fame heightens the sense of con

fusion and chaos associated with a world turned upside-down. 

However, the opening stanzas of the Parliament of Fowls 

make us aware of a somewhat calm tranquillity established 

by a more seriously contemplative dreamer-narrator than the 

one whom we have followed in the House of Fame. Unlike 

Geffrey, the narrator of the Parliament of Fowls refrains 

from elaborating in extensive catalogues all that he sees 

and hears in his vision. His reactions are quite con

trolled, and he abstains from any unnecessary sentiments 

and emotional affectation. The most striking difference, 

though, between the House of Fame and the Parliament lies 

in the nature of their environments. The artificial and 

noisy world of ostelementz is now replaced by the park with 

its trees, birds, running water, and soft, languid breezes 

that ernbue the air with harmonious melody. But, as we 

shall s oon discover, the order and harmony of this natural 

world are in danger of turning upside-down; however, with 

the careful guidance of Nature, the stability, order, and 
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accord are sustained. Furthermore, we shall observe 

Chaucer's subtle juxtaposition of two worlds, one that 

calls to mind man's spiritual condition in the House of 

Fame, another that represents the order, harmony, and love 

which Lady Philosophy in the Consolation teaches man to 

imitate. These two worlds provide "a contrast between the 

ordered state wisely governed according to natural law and 

the chaos of a state whose leadership is selfish and 

. . 1 
irresponsible." 

The first stanza of the Parliament opens with an appeal 

to Love, the apparent subject of this poem, and the narrator 

appears at the very outset so~ewhat apprehensive about the 

powers of Love's "wonderful werkynge." That he . describes 

Love as hard and sharp indicates that this love has for him 

some rather ominous qualities: he uses the oxymoron "dred

ful joy," which clearly represents the dual nature of Love. 

Furthermore, his reaction to love becomes quite clear when 

he admits with the candor characteristic of the Chaucerian 

dreamer-narrator that Love causes some doubt in his mind: 

that my felynge 
Astonyeth with his wonderful werkynge 

1 Bruce Kent Cowgill, "The Parlernent of. Foul~·s and the 
Body Politic," Journal of English and Germanic Philology, 
74 (1975), 315. 



So sore, iwis, that whan I on hym thynke, 
Nat wot I wel wher that I flete or s y nke. 

( 4 .:_ 7) 

72 

That the narrator does not know whether he floats or sinks-

a significant image of upward/downward movement--points to 

his unstable thoughts concerning Love's dualistic nature. 

The narrator's professed ignorance of any experiential 

knowledge of love is also worth noting: 

For al be that I knowe rrat Love in dede, 
Ne wot how that he quiteth folk here hyre, 
Yit happeth me ful ofte in bakes reede 
Of his myrakles and his crewel yre. 

( 8-11) 

He r e th e narrator questions Love's purpose in the world, 

for although he possesses only a student's knowledge of 

love, he nevertheless confesses that he is unable to deter

mine how love really operates in the world of actual 

experience or how love "quiteth folk here hyre." F. N. 

Robinson glosses the term "quyten" to mean repay, random, 

s et fre e , or reward; I believe the word refers particularly 

to ransoming and setting free, especially in view of the 

nature of the birds' debate and their decision to choose 

th e ir mates and fly away from Nature's tree. In any case, 

the messag e contained in the phrase "quiteth folk here 

h y re" is the k ey to the poem; we are given reason to expect 



that Love will have the power to set folk free or ransom 

them with a reward of some kind. 
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But the problem in this second stanza lies in the very 

nature of love itself; the narrator refrains from telling 

us what kind of love he is referring to, and we are left 

to assume that he means courtly love, physical love, or 

perhaps the spiritual love of which Lady Philosophy speaks 

in the Consolation. Curiously though, the narrator 

describes Love as a certain power capable of offering 

rewards, of performing diverse miracles, and of showing 

cruel anger. Furthermore, the narrator insists concerning 

love that 

There rede I wel he wol be lord and syre; 
I dar not seyn, his strokes been so sore, 
But "God save swich a lord!"--I can na moore. 

(12-14) 

This description of Love undeniably resembles that of a 

powerful monarch or perhaps a tyrant, and the narrator's 

oath that "God save swich a lord!" points to his doubt, 

uncertainty, and possible fear of Love's power. And because 

Love is described as a monarch, the narrator obviously holds 

a rather this-worldly perspective of Love. The stanza is 

heavily charged with ambivalence with respect to love's 

power. 
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What follows is a brief testament concerning the nar

rator's quest for bookish knowledge, particularly for "al 

this newe science" (25) that he has discovered in the 

seventh chapter of the Somnium Scipion1s, and it is this 

book which vividly informs the parliament scene later in 

the poem. He is apparently moved by the contents of this 

chapter that speak of the "hevene and helle / And erthe, 

and soules that therinne dwelle" (32-33). These three 

regions operate symbolically in Nature's park where a 

"melodious wood signifies heaven ( "ay cler day") , the 

Temple of Venus (with the well of Cupid) signifies hell in 

late medieval humanistic terms, and the "laude" of Nature 

represents earth, where the "choosing" occurs that leads to 

bliss or pain theafter. 112 The narrator then proceeds to 

relate the Dream of Scipio and, with restrained enthusiasm, 

tells the moral that Scipio teaches to Masinissa: 

Thanne telleth it that, from a sterry place, 
How Affrycan hath hym cartage shewed, 
And warnede him beforn of al his grace, 
And seyde hym what man, lered other lewed 
That lovede commune profyt, wel ithewed, 
He shulde into a blysful place wende, 
There as Joye is that last wi thou ten ende. 

(43-49) 

2 David Chamberlain "Musical Signs and SymbO"ls in 
Chaucer: convention and'originality," in Signs and Symbols 
in Chaucer's Poetry, eds. John P. Herman~ and.John J. 
Berke, Jr. (University, Alabama: The University of Alabama 

Press, 1981), p. 49. 
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The common profit, a force calling men to fellowship, 

demands that they deny their own selfish needs and desires. 

What Chaucer endorses here is the need for the cormnonwealth 

in which all members must join and work collectively to 

insure the survival and general welfare of the state. Com

mon profit is therefore responsible for procuring the order, 

stability , and harmony needed to sustain a well-tempered 

s ociety of men. Without such a standard 7 the future of the 

state becomes endangered by those who seek their own per

s onal needs, those who seek the "syngular profit" mentioned 

in the Hou s e of Fame. Furthermore, if men strive for the 

common p rofit, then they will pass into that blissful place 

of everlasting joy. 

The narrator then tells how Scipio escorts his charge 

into the heavenly regions, where they view the vast expanse 

of the galaxy, and how Scipio 

Thanne shewed hym the lytel erthe that here is, 
At regard of the hevenes quantite; 
And after shewede he hym the nyne speres, 
And afte r that the melodye herde he 
That comen of thilke speres thryes thre, 
That welle is of musik and melodye 
In this world here, and cause of armonye. 

(57-63) 

Si gnific a ntly , there are no words in this passage .indicating 

a ny sense o f upward/downward movement. The journey into the 

h e ave ns is remarkabl y stable; in fact, there is almost no 
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underlying sensation of any movement whatsoever. Also, 

this passage recalls Geffrey's heavenly journey in the 

House of Fame and how he notices the minuteness of the 

earth compared to the magnitude of the universe; and of 

course, these lines suggest this same comparison. The 

music of the nine spheres is given equal stress, for the 

music signifies the harmony that man must recognize and 

imitate in his own earthly world,, "in this world here." 

David Chamberlain maintains that the harmony of the spheres 

"is a conventional sign of the 'hevene blysse' (48,, 72, 

77) that rewards those who love the common profit. 113 

Since the world is so slight and "ful of torment and 

harde grace" (65), Scipio warns those who look to worldly 

pleasures that offer only the appearances of happiness and 

bliss. He emphasizes that 

every sterre shulde come into his place 
Ther it was first, and al shulde out of mynde 
That in this world is don of al mankynde. 

(68-70) 

Embedded in Chaucer's "sentence" is the Platonic idea that 

the s oul returns to its point of heavenly origin, 
11

ther it 

was f irst," and that man's primary consideration should be 

direc t ed toward his soul's eternal destination, not toward 

3 1 . 50 Chamber ain, p. . 
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the things of the earthly world. The means by which he can 

enter the state of heavenly bliss, according to Scipio, 

is to 

"Know thyself first immortal, 
And lake ay besyly thaw werke and wysse 
To common profit, and thaw shalt not mysse 
To comen swiftly to that place deere 
That ful of blysse is and of soules cleere." 

(73-77) 

The maxim· to "know thyself immortal" reflects the 

"Boethian doctrine of true knowledge of the self as a living 

soul, 114 a spir itual being endowed with life eternal. At 

firs t glance, though, the maxims to "know thyself" and to 

point the way toward the general good of the commonwealth 

appear to have very little relationship to the theme of 

love established in the first stanza of the poem; but 

Scipio's, and perhaps Chaucer's, intention is to suggest 

that these precepts signify a special kind of love that man 

should pursue. Thus, the theme of love in this poem is not 

courtly love or physical love, but a more spiritual one, a 

love that transcends the courtly and the physical. 

Scipio then explains the condition of those "brekers 

of the lawe II the "likerous folk," who "whirle aboute 
T 

4 A . J. Gilbert, "The Influence of Boethius of the 
Parlement of Fou l ys ," Medium Aevum, 47 (1978), 293. 
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th'erthe alwey in peyne" (78~80) and who are condemned to 

suffer the consequences of their decision to work against 

the conunon profit. Here we are reminded of the similarly 

lecherous folk in the House of Fame, who strive after the 

rewards of their cupiditous, self-seeking desires and who 

have broken the chain of steadfastness with their love for 

"synguler profit." Scipio therefore advises those who 

desire the temporal things of the world that 

syn erthe was so lyte, 
And ful of torment and of harde grace, 
That he ne shulde hym in the world delyte. 

(64-66) 

Chaucer's moral sententia involves, then, man's freedom to 

choo se between the way to heavenly bliss and the way to 

eternal pa in, two choices that become very significant 

later in the poem when the narrator is escorted to the gate 

of Nature's park. Therefore, the central idea established 

at the very beginning of the Parliament is the all-important 

theme of man's free will to choose between what he knows is 

harmful and what he knows is beneficial to his soul's 

eternal welfare. 

The narratorr weary from reading all day, prepares for 

sleep and dreams that he is visited by Scipio. Like the 

narrator in the House of~, this bookish dreamer is also 

to be rewarded; but it must be noted that while Geffrey was 
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rewarded for his literary service to Venus, the narrator of 

the Parliament is to be rewarded for his studious attention 

to Macrobi us' s book, for Scipio tells him: 

"Thow hast the so sel born 
In lokynge of myn olde bok totorn, 
Of which Macrobye roughte nat a lyte, 
That sumdel of thy labour wolde I quyte." 

(109-112) 

Again, we have another reference to the word "quyte," mean

ing to ransom or to set free; and we are to expect that 

whatev er the narrator has learned from this book will bear 

a significant e f fect upon his reactions to what he will 

experience later in the dream. It is also important to 

realize that since this narrator reads and reads quite 

5 a rdently , we tend to trust his judgments and observations 

a bit more than we do Geffrey's long-winded emotional out

bursts in Book I in the House of Fame. And that the nar

rator listens well to Scipio's words also elevates him to 

the s tatus of a trustworthy narrator who is less likely to 

b e come naiv e and confused than Geffrey. Furthermore, we 

are inclined to trust Scipio's wise counsel more than we 

trust the e a g le's pompous, s e lf-serving instructions. 

5 Ge f f r ey in the House of Fame does not read a book 
o f any ki n d before retiring to bed. 
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The narrator then addresse~ Venus and requests that 

she help him to relate the dream, "to ryme and ek t'endyte" 

(119) to the best of his ability. Curiously, though, he 

refers to her as a "blysful lady sweet" (113) and then 

calls attention to her "fyrbrond" that "dauntest whom the 

lest" (114). Thus, we are given the impression that Venus, 

like the tyrant Love in the second stanza, also imposes a 

rather terrifying aspect upon those who either request her 

services or choose to serve her. 

Scipio escorts the narrator to the gate of a walled 

park, and the narrator notices two inscriptions over this 

gate--one written in black letters and the other written in 

gold. The first inscription indicates that those who pass 

through the gate will find health, bliss, and grace: 

"Thorgh me men gon into the blysful place 
Of hertes hele and dedly woundes cure; 
Thorgh me men gon unto the welle of grace, 
There grene and lusty May shal evere endure. 

d 
II 

This is the way to al goo aventure. 
(127-31) 

This passage describes a certain blissful place that clearly 

represents eternal life and health. Persons who choose the 

path to this destination will come to the well of grace, 

which signifies the water of life. The other inscription 

speaks of a barren wasteland where 



Disdain and Daunger is the gyde, 
Ther nevere tre shal fruyt ne leves bere. 
This strem yow ledeth to the sorweful were 
There as the fish in prysoun is al drye; 
Th'eschewing is only the remedye!" 

(136-40) 
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The meaning of this passage is clear: those who follow the 

path toward this destination will be led ultimately to the 

"sorweful were." Although the word "were" is usually inter

preted to mean a state of uncertainty and doubt, it can also 

be taken to mean "weir," a trap or snare placed in a stream 

to catch or to retain fish. Therefore, this inscription 

speaks of t he danger of entrapment and eventual captivity. 

Both inscriptions help to illustrate Scipio's message con

cerning the importance of common profit: those who follow 

the laws of common profit will come into a blissful place; 

those who break these laws shall whirl about the earth in 

pain. Paul A. Olson observes that the gate with its 

inscriptions "is split between the product of the quest for 

singular profit and the fruits of collective enterprise.
116 

The narrator's reaction to the inscriptions is well 

worth noting. While he stands at the entrance of the gate, 

he recognizes his dilemma of having to choose between one 

6 "The Parlement of Foules: Aristotle's Politics and 
the Foundations of Human Society," Studies in the Age of 
Chaucer, 2 (1980), 56. 
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path and the other. And here Chaucer emphasizes the dilemma 

by intensifying the language to show how the narrator vascil

lates between one choice and the other: 

For with that oon encresede ay my fere, 
And with that other gan myn herte bolde; 
That oon me hette, that other dide me colde: 
No wit hadde I, for errour, for to chese 
To entre or flen, or me to save or lese. 

Right as, betwixen adamauntes two 
Of evene myght, a pece of yren set 
Ne hath no myght to meve tone fro--
For what that oon may hale, that other let-
Ferde I, that nyste whether me was bet 
To entre or leve, til Affrycan, my Gide, 
Me hente, and shof in at the gates wide, 

(143-54) 

The occurrences of words such as one/other, to/fro, and the 

frequent repetition of ~r strengthen the concept of choice 

and the narrator's problem of having to make that choice. 

More importantly though, the sense of movement created by 

these words is remarkably linear in comparison with the 

vertical movement that caused such a feeling of instability 

in the House of Fame. These two stanzas in the Parliament, 

however, do not contain any words suggesting up/down move

ment associated with instability. Therefore, since free 

choice enables man to determine right from wrong and to 

choose his proper place within the universal scheme, there 

may be some validity in the fact that free choice is instru

mental in maintaining steadfastness in a world so capable of 



turning upside-down. Scipio then pushes the narrator 

through the gate and tells him that the inscriptions are 

not meant for him, nor for anyone "but he Loves servaunt 

be, 11 (159) another indication that the narrator is not to 

be identified as Love's servant. 
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The garden beyond the gate is abundant with green 

trees, well-streams, animals, and the melody of birdsong. 

The garden is a representation of the world in perfect 

harmony that is 11 in keeping with the harmony of the spheres, 

whose celestial music is a symbol of the divine order in 

the Somnium. 117 The narrator hears this harmony and 

comments: 

Of instruments of strenges in acord 
Herde I so pleye a ravyshyng swetnesse, 
That God, that makere is of all and lord, 
Ne herde nevere beter, as I gesse. 
Therwith a wind, unnethe it myghte be lesse, 
Made in the leves grene a noyse softe 
Acordaunt to the foules sing alofte. 

(197-203) 

J. A. W. Bennett maintains that this melody is Nature's 

melody, "itself an echo of the divine harmony that gives 

8 
music to the spheres." The garden thus represents a world 

7 Gilbert, p. 295. 

8 The Parlement of Foules: An Interpretation (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press; New~ork: Oxford University Press, 1957), 

p. 161. 



84 

that properly imitates the order of the universal cosmos, a 

world deserving of God's approval. Chaucer's adaptation of 

Boethius's word "acord" serves as a musical symbol for uni

versal music, 9 the harmonious melody of the spheres. Even 

the wind, as it stirs the lPaves, creates a music all its 

own and "suggests, as in Genesis and Dante, the love of 

God, who 'breathes' the soul into man, and generally ani

mates creation. 1110 The melody between wind and leaves is 

further enhanced by the song of birds, and the entire sym

phony in the garden becomes the fulfillment of a collective 

effort to sustain order and harmony. 

The climate of the garden is so conducive to growth, 

fertility, and life that the narrator remarks, 

Th'air of that place so attempre was 
That nevere was ther grevaunce of hot ne cold; 
There wex ek every holsom spice and gras. 

(204-7) 

And he notices that nightfall never occurs in this garden, 

that it is always "ay cler day" (210). Unlike Fame's 

sterile world of steel, beryl, and ostelementzi Nature's 

garden represents everything that is orderly, harmonious, 

and responsible for creation and life. There are no loud 

9 David Chamberlain, "Musical Signs and Symbols in 
Chaucer: Convention and Originality," P· 47. 

10 David Chamberlain, "The Music.of the Spheres and 
the Parlement of Foules," Chaucer Review, 5 (1970), 47. 



trumpets, thunder, or unsettling rumbles to be heard in 

this garden; all sounds are soft, and the atmosphere is 

decidedly tranquil. Nature's garden therefore signifies 

all th~t is natural. 

As the narrator wanders further into the park, all 

that he sees creates a powerful visual effect upon him. 
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And for the next four stanzas, we find that five repetitions 

of! s aw dominate the narrative much as they controlled 

Geffrey's narrative of his experiences in Venus's temple. 

And like Geffrey, the narrator of the Parliament is pro

foundly taken with certain aspects of this park. He notices 

Cupid standing beneath a tree beside a well; from this point 

in the poem, some rather disturbing features of this 

paradise-like environment begin to emerge: 

Under a tre, besyde a welle, I say 
Cupide, cure lord, his arwes forge and file; 
And at his fet his bowe al redy lay; 
And Wille, his daughter, temprede al this while 
The hevedes in the welle, and with hire file 
She touchede hem, after they shulde serve 
some for to sle, and some to wounde and kerve. 

(211-17) 

As Carol Hef f ernan observes, Cupid's well is certainly not 

the well of grace, for ''Will takes the arrows forged by 

Cupid and hardens them in the well, 'Some for to sle, and 

s ome to wounde and kerve' (217). The well is thus a well 



86 

of pain. Furthermore, Cupid's well is also the 

Well of Love, "the anti thesis of the 'well of grace, ' . 

"that leads to entrapment by 'the soweful were.• 1112 There

fore, the subtle indication in these lines points to cer

tain aspects that threaten the park's peaceful harmony. 

However, it is important to note that Cupid seems to be at 

rest here. His bow is said to be "at his fet" and "al redy 

lay," suggesting that he is, in fact, at rest; but at the 

same time he is prepared to take action. Only his daughter 

Will (the personification of all human desire) appears to 

busy herself with filing and tempering the arrows. Carrie 

Hanunil contends that the park "is a harmony threatened by 

danger. 1113 

The narrator is suddenly cognizant of other figures 

who, like Cupid, represent rather threatening qualities: 

Tho was I war of Plesaunce anon-ryght, 
And of Aray, and Lust, and Curteysie, 
And of the Craft that can and hath the myght 
To don by force a wyght to don folye-
Disfigurat was she, I nyl nat lye; · 
And by hymself, under an ok, I gesse, 
Saw I delyt, that stod with Gentilesse. 

(218-24) 

11 "Wells and streams in Three Chaucerian Gardens," 
Papers on Language and Literature, 15 (1979), 344. 

1 2 Heffernan, 342 . 

13 Carrie Esther Haro.mil, "The Celestial Journey and 
the Harmony of the Spheres in E~glis~ Literature, 1300-
1700," Diss. Texas Christian University, 1972, p. 94. 
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Craft, whom the narrator describes as disfigured, is par

ticularly appropriate here because all these personified 

abstractions--Plesaunce, Aray, Lust, Curteysie, Delight, 

and Gentilesse--are images of deception. These are the 

psychological signs of craft, the guises of appearances 

used by man to win favor and approval, and they are the 

base motivations of man 1 s will. That Gentilesse is 

included with these abstractions is equally significant, 

for it is the distinguishing code of behavior traditionally 

associated with the courtly lover. Gentilesse, seen in 

this context, is a guise, an appearance "to don by force a 

wyght t o do n folye," as the narrator is quick to realize. 

Therefore, this is a garden "well designed to show that the 

pleasures of earthly love are deceiving and that they are a 

corruption of true love which is at the center of God's 

purpose. 1114 The narrator observes even more disturbing 

figures in this environment: 

I saw Beute withouten ·any atyr, 
And Youthe, ful of game and jolyte; 
Foolhardynesse, Flaterye, and Desyr, 
Messagerye, and Meede, and other thre-
Here names shul not here be told for me-
And upon pilers greete of jasper longe 
I saw- a temple of bras ifounded s trange. 

(225-31) 

14 Ber nard F . Huppe and D. w. Robertson, Jr., Fruy t 
and Chaf: studies in Chaucer's Allegories (Princeton, New 
Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1963), P· 116. 



88 

These abstractions clearly identify the signs of cupidity 

and self-interest. They suggest the perverse actions of 

man once he has allowed the base motivations of his will to 

guide him toward these ends. Game, Joly te., Foolhardynesse, 

Flaterye, and Meede are the realities behind the vestments 

of Aray, Luste, Curteysie, and Gentilesse. Furthermore, 

the pillars of jasper are the physical signs of craft, 

recalling the crafted House of Fame with its huge pillars 

a nd walls of beryl. These pillars of jasper "represent the 

f ooli s h faith of lovers who trust in earthly love. 1115 The 

t emp le of brass "ifounded strange" is reminiscent of the 

t e mple of Venus in the Ho_use o_f Fame and of the deceptive 

qualities associated with it. More important, though, 

these pillars of jasper and the temple of brass are 

remini s cent of the ostelementz associated with Fame's 

crafted palace. 

As the narrator moves closer to the temple, he sees 

"withinne and ek withoute, / Beheste and Art, and of here 

folk a rout (244-45). These two figures and their route 

call to mind the routs of petitioners assembled before 

Fame's court to make their requests. In like manner 

Behest and Art "represent the skills indispensable to the 

earthly lover. To be proficient, he must know how to 

lS Huppe and Robertson, P• 118. 
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promise and beg, how to seduce skilfully. 1116 And within 

the temple itself, the narrator now hears sounds very much 

opposed to the melody of the park outside. Hearing sighs 

of desire, he remarks that "al the cause of sorwes that 

they drye / Cam of the bittere goddesse Jelosyen (251-52). 

Like the noise in Fame's palace, these sighs in the temple 

"are a cacaphon9.us 'music' whose performers pay no heed to 

the spheres. 1117 Finally, the narrator finds Venus in a 

"privy corner" with her porter Richesse. Her place is 

dark, almost concealed from any light where she rests upon 

a bed o f gold, naked from her breast to her head. And upon 

the walls are painted the stories of various ill-fated 

lavers who have died in her service. The narrator notices 

Ful many a bowe ibooke heng on the wal 
Of maydenes swiche as gonne here tymes waste 
In hyre service. 

(282-84) 

These broken bows signify all the broken promises made by 

those dedicated to Venus's service. According to 

A. C. Cawley, 

Inside the temple there is nothing good to 
report: the place is heavy with desire, 

1 6 Hupp~ and Robertson, p. 120. 

1 7 Chamberlain, "The Music of the Spheres and the 
Parl e me nt of Foules," p. 52. 



n~isy with sighs, embittered by jealousy, dark 
(in contrast to the 'cler day' outside), its 
walls painted with stories of unlawful and 
tragic passion; and Venus herself lies •{n a 
privy corner' on a bed of gold 'naked from the 
brest up to the hede.' Here, in the temple of 
Venus, are the 'brekeris of the lawe ' and 
'lykerous' folk whose punishment has been 
described by Scipio.18 

The narrator sees painted "on that other syde'' (293) the 

similar s tories of Dido, Candace, Paris, Helen, Troilus, 

and other persons who died in their service to Venus. 
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Thus, "Venus obviously personifies love, but here it is an 

illicit and corrupted love of which we are intended to dis

approve. The lovers in her temple are unhappy. 

This temple of love, then, is, like Venus's temple in the 

Hous e o f Fame , a monument dedicated to those who have pur

s ued temporal and earthly love and who, like Paris, suffer 

the consequences of allowing attractive appearances to 

blind their eyes from reality: and blindness, of course, 

hinders man's ability to choose between right and wrong. 

As in the House of Fame, we find "inversions of the true 

love that cause disharmony in the world--sin and vice, 

jealousy, world l y riches, and a list of tragic lovers who 

1 8 "Chaucer's valentine: The Parlement of Foules," 
Chaucer's Mind and Art, ed. A. C. Cawley (Edinburgh and 
London: Oliver and Boyd , 1969), pp. 130-31. 

19 s. s. Hussey, Chaucer: An Introduction (London: 
Methuen and Company, 1971), p. 4~ 
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were victims of the false Venus. 112 0 If the House of Fame 

represents the conditions and causes leading to man's fal

len state and to the upside-downness--disorder and confus

ion of his opulent and crafted earthly paridise--then 

Venus's temple in the Parliament, with Cupid, Will, and the 

rout of unhappy lovers, is a representation of paradise or 

"Eden after the fall, and its original innocence is marred 

by death, sterility, and sorrow. 1121 Venus's followers are 

those who have displaced themselves from the law of order, 

reason, and divine love that governs the universe. 

Furthermore, the ill-fated lovers such as "Dido and Candace 

r e present those who rebel against this divine law by com-

mitting suicide. . and their crime is to have acted 

unnaturally; they are therefore both like 'brekeris of the 

lawe' and the 'lykerous folk' of the Somnium.
1122 

They have 

rejected the laws and have chosen to submit themselves to 

self-interest, lascivious desire, and other forms of 

cupidity. 

The narrator then wanders into the "launde" where he 

sees hl. 11 of flowers. the goddess Nature upon a She is 

God's vicar who is to preside over a parliament of birds 

20 Hammil, p. 95. 

21 Cawley, p. 128. 

22 4 Gilbert, p. 29 . 
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gathered in observance of St. Valentine's Day to choose 

their mates. Nature's domain in the "launde" is noticeably 

different from that of Venus's temple. There are no physi

cal signs of craft or ostelementz in her land; "Nature's 

dwelling is made without artifice . in contrast to the 

brazen temple of Venus on its tall pillars of jasper. 1123 

Gathered around Nature are the various birds "Of every 

kynde that men thynke may." The narrator avers that 

so huge a noyse gan they make 
That erthe, and eyr, and tre, and every lake 
So ful was, that unethe was there space 
For me to stonde, so ful was al the place. 

(311-15) 

The noise that these birds create is significant in con

trast to the melody of the heavenly spheres and the harmony 

of the garden. The narrator's catalogue of these thirty

three noisy birds is also important because each bird 

listed is noted for its predatory nature. J. A. W. Bennett 

points out that 

23 

with each stanza enter birds distinguished not 
by their beauty or their song, but by their 
hostility to other living things: the goshawk 
'doth pyne to briddes for his outrageous ravyne' , 
the sparrowhawk preys on the quail, the merlin 
on the lark the heron on eels, the swallow 
murders the

1

innocent honey-sipping insects, the 

Cawley, p. 131. 
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drake destroys its own kind, the magpie 'jangles' 
whilst deadlier human vices now appear in 

feathered form: treachery ... cowardice, 
lechery (the popinjay is 'ful of delicasye') 
and disobedience~~ natural law (the cuckoo is 
'evere unkinde'). 

And we are given reason to suspect that the forthcoming 

parliament of birds will represent something far short of 

harmony and melody. Nature herself presides over this 

gathering, and it is she who is capable of joining together 

"by evene noumbres of acord," the hot and cold, the heavy 

and light, and the moist and dry. Nature, then, stands in 

direct opposition to Venus, for Nature can join the con

traries, those dualities that tend to cause tension in the 

world. If Venus, the goddess of cupiditous love, is 

responsible for causing broken relationships that result in 

despair and death, then Nature is responsible for bringing 

together those relationships that result in joy and life. 

Nature can therefore represent the life force principle 

since the very purpose of her duty is to preside over the 

parliament of birds who must choose their mates and repro

duce their kind. According to S.S. Hussey, Nature "per

sonifies the creative, reproductive force, and also repre

sents the order and harmony manifest in God's scheme of 

2 4 Bennett, p. 152. 
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creation." 25 Moreover, there are no walls of beryl in her 

environment to magnify anything beyond proportion, nor does 

she increase her height beyond natural proportion as Fame 

does. Nature's most significant aspect is her responsibil

ity as God's vicar to place "all created things in true 

perspective, 26 and she is motivated not by "blind passion 

or instinct but with Reason. 1127 Only Nature, then, can 

insure the stability and steadfastness in a world that is 

vulnerable to the vicissitudes of fortune and chance. 

Nature holds on her hand the formel eagle for whom 

three t e rcel eagles compete; after one of the tercels wins 

h e r as his mate, the other birds are to choose their mates. 

Nature then opens this parliament with a brief statement 

concerning her role as a presiding authority: 

By my statut and thorgh my governaunce, 
Ye come for to cheese--and fle youre wey-
Youre makes, as I prike yow with plesaunce; 
But natheles, by ryghtful ordenaunce 
May I nat lete for al this world to wynne, 
That he that most is worthi shal begynne. 

(387-92) 

She informs them that even though they will be tempted by 

desire, she will nevertheless maintain order and govern 

the parliament according to her laws and statutes. 

25 Hussey , p. 45. 

27 Bennett, p. 132. 

26 Bennett, p. 108. 



The royal tercel speaks first, but the nature of his 

appeal to the formel eagle marks him as a courtly lover 

determined only to seek his lady's favor and to worship 

her: 

"Unto my soverayn lady, and not my fere, 
I chese, and chese with will, and herte, and 

thought, 
The formel on youre hond, so wel iwrought, 
Whos I am al, and evere wol hire serve, 
Do what hire lest, to do me lyve or sterve." 

(416-20) 
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Using the guises of courtesy and gentilesse, this eagle is 

trying to replace "the order of nature for that of the 

court. His proposal is to the - 'soverayn lady, and not my 

fere'. . It is royal favor he is courting, not the lady 

alone for herself. 112 8 He also requests that she have pity 

upon him. The formel eagle "for shame al wexen gan the 

hewe" (444), thus showing her embarrassment over the royal 

eagle's desire to have her not as his mate but as his 

"soverayn lady" to worship. Therefore, the royal eagle's 

request is contrary to Nature's statutes, since the very 

purpose of selecting a mate is to insure the perpetuation 

of the species. He shows no concern for the common profit, 

but only for his own immediate self-interest. Furthermore, 

that the forrnel eagle blushes is appropriate because the 

28 Hamrnil, p. 96. 
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requests of the courtly lover are "subject to the strictest 

secrecy, and here they are mentioned in the face of the 

whole cornpany. 1129 The forrnel _eagle, however, is "timid and 

fearful, recognizing love's dangers. 1130 Nature reassures 

her and advises her not to dread the royal eagle's words. 

The second eagle makes his bid for the forrnel, -and his 

manner of speech distinguishes him as decidedly less 

courtly yet more determined than the royal eagle to have 

the lady : 

"I love hire bet than ye don, by seint John, 
Or at the leste I love hire as wel as ye, 
And lenger have served hire in my degre." 

(451-53) 

This e agle endeavors to persuade the formel by emphasizing 

how long he has served her, and he adds further that if ·she 

should ever find him false, then he would gladly agree to 

be hanged by the neck. Like the royal eagle's appeal, this 

s econd eagle's request is contrary to Nature's statutes, 

f or h e would submit to his own death in the name of love. 

And instead of choosing a mate for the purpose of perpet

uating the species, this eagle would rather choose the 

29 Charles o. McDonald, "An Interpretation or _Chaucer's 
Par 1 e rn en t O f F o u 1 e s , " Spec u 1 urn , 3 0 ( 19 5 5 ) , 4 5 2 . 

30 John Gardner The Poetry of Chaucer (Carbondale and 
Edwardsville : south~rnillinois University Press, 19 77) , 

p . 5 5. 
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formel as reward for his long and faithful service to her. 

Therefore his concern focuses not upon the formel but upon 

himself. Finally, that this eagle offers not only his life 

but also all his property marks him as one who uses bribery 

to obtain the object of his desire. 

The last tercel eagle makes his request, and in doing 

so he exposes the craft of using self-aggrandizement to win 

the favor of his lady. He begins by arguing that the 

length of time in service to the lady is unimportant, that 

a man may serve 

"bet and more to pay 
In half ~ yer, al tho_ugh it were no moore, 
Than som man doth that hath served ful yoore." 

(474-76) 

Further, he insists upon establishing himself as most 

worthy of her attention: 

"But I dar seyn, I am hire treweste man 
As to my dom, and faynest wolde hire ese. 
At shorte wordes, til that deth me sese, 
r wol ben heres, whether I wake or wynke, 
And trewe in al that herte may bethynke. 11 

(479-83) 

All three eagles have "little concern for the 'commune 
31 

profit,, or for the behests of Nature; --and they "cause 

3l McDonald, p. 452. 



great inconvenience for Nature and the birds, who want to 

be quickly on their way."32 
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The narrator 1 having heard these petitions 1 notices 

that the sun has begun its downward course and that all the 

birds have become frustrated with how the eagles have 

wasted their precious time. Because all the eagles "want 

the formel eagle who sits on the hand of the queen, and 

each must not be outdone by the other, the entire universe 

33 
of Nature is thrown out of harmony." And the language of 

these birds# in contrast to the melody of the garden, sig

nifies the disharmony of the parliament as they cry, "'Have 

don, and lat us wende'" ( 4 9 2) p.nd " 'Com of! ' " they er iede, 

"allas, ye wol us shende!" (494). Likewise, the goose, the 

cuckoo, and the duck join in with "Kek kek! Kow kow! Quek 

quek!" (499). Thus, total noice and cacophony invade the 

scene as the birds threaten the stability of Nature's world. 

Nature, though, intervenes and suggests that the birds 

decide who should have the formel. She requests that they 

s elect someone from their group to preside over the deci

sion. They elect the falcon tercel, who reveals his per

sonal preference for the courtly lover. He admits that he 

32 Chamberlain, p. 39. 

3 3 H ammi 1 , p . 9 7 · 



"wolde thynke how that the worthieste 
Of knyghthod, and lengest had used it, 
Most of estat, of blod the gentilleste . , 
Were sittyngst for hir 1 if that hir leste." 

(548-51) 
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According to Hupp~ and Robertson, his "argument is actually 

not based on the 'comune profyt.' Knighthood, estate, and 

blood set off the noble classes above the rest. The tercel, 

in appealing to these things, shows that he supports the 

artificial distinctions of his class. 1134 And artificiality 

is the main characteristic of the eagles, who hide behind 

the appearances of gentilesse, courtesy, array, and other 

such trappings associated with the courtly lover. 

The other birds put their heads together to settle the 

issue, and the impetuous goose, eager to get on with her 

own business, flatly exclaims, 

"My wit is sharp, I love to taryinge; 
I seye I red hym, though he were my brother, 
But she wol love hym, lat hym love another!" 

(565-67) 

She is quickly rebuked by the sparrowhawk, who tells her to 

hold her tongue and reminds her that "a fol con not be 

stille" (574). The parliament then becomes an occasion for 

abusive name-calling and churlish behavior until Nature, 

realizing that no rational settlement can emerge from such 

34 Huppe and Robertson, P• 134 ~ 



disorderly conditions, intervenes and insists that the 

formel 

"hirself shal han hir· eleccioun 
Of whom hire lest; whoso be wroth or blythe, 
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Hym that she cheest, he shal hir han as swithe." 
(621-23) 

At this point in the poem, the possibility of instability, 

discord, and chaos is thus prevented by Nature, who is wise 

enough to leave the choosing up to the formel eagle. Free 

choice, then, insures the steadfastness of the world and 

prevents it from turning upside-down into a fallen world of 

d isdain and danger. Without choice and "mutual affection 

the re can be no 'accord. 11135 Moreover, Nature is able to 

"assert herself and restore order, no matter how unruly the 

birds get. 1136 By these standards, then, "Nature proves a 

37 
much bette r chairwoman than Fame." 

Nature recommends that the formel choose the royal 

eagle: 

"rf I were Resoun, certes, thanne wolde I 
Conseyle y ow the royal tercel take, 

35 Bennett, p. 142. 

36 Selvin, "Shades of Love in the Parlement of Foules," 
Studia Neophilologica, 9 (1966), p. 154. 

37 Hussey, p. 46. 



As seyde the tercelet ful skyfully, 
As for the gentilleste and most worthi." 

(632-35) 
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The point here is quite clear: Nature is not Reason, but 

only an instrument of Reason. She thinks that the royal 

tercel and the formel are "well-made creatures of about 

equal rank and that their union seems natural. 1138 Her only 

responsibility is to control all the birds and to control 

their outbursts. She knows "that the parliament is futile, 

but she cannot understand that the reason for this futility 

is the self-seeking which corrupts it from the eagles on 

down." 39 

The formel, "with dredful vois" (638), replies, 

I axe respit for to avise me, 
And after that to have my choys al fre. 

(648-49) 

She knows that to choose the royal tercel is dangerous, and 

she is able to "recognize the situation that confronts her 

as unnatural. As a female interested in mating, the formel 

can only reject what is unnatural, i.e., both Venus and 

C 'd 1140 Upl . She insists quite emphatically, "I wol not serve 

Venus ne Cupide" (652), and adds further with equal stress, 

38 Huppe and Robertson, p. 141. 

39 Huppe and Robertson, p. 141. 

40 Huppe and Robertson, p. 142. 
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"Thani:1e wo~de I that these foules were aweye, 
Ech with his make, for taryinge lengere heere!" 

(656-57) 

The formel has decided to act in the best interest of the 

common profit, both her herself and for the members of her 

own species. Nature acquiesces to her decision, and the 

birds select their mates: 

To every foul Nature yaf his make 
By evene acord, and on here way they wende. 
And, Lord, the blisse and joye that they make! 
For ech of hem gan other in wynges take, 
And with here nekkes ech gan other wynde, 
Thankynge alwey the noble goddesse of kynde. 

But fyrst were chosen foules for to synge, 
As yer by yer was alwey hir unaunce 
To synge a roundel at here departynge, 
To don to Nature honour and plesaunce. 

(667-76) 

Thus, order and stability are restored, "and the harmony of 

a stable universe is suitably echoed in a song, a 

41 'roundel.'" The harmony and melody of their song, now 

that order and "acord" have been restored, imitate the har

mony and "acord" of the spheres in God's divine cosmos. 

Their song clearly symbolizes the harmony that all classes 

of society must achieve together for the good of the common 

profit in an effort to maintain steadfastness in the world. 

41 John Lawlor, "The Earlier Poems," in Chaucer and 
Chaucerians, ed. D. s. Brewer (University, Alabama: The 
University of Alabama Press, 1966), p. 56. 
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The tercel eagles, however, have worked against order and 

"acord" by following the temptations of singular profit. 

They are left alone in Nature's park without mates. With 

regard to the formel's decision to wait a year before 

choosing, Nature remarks to the eagles, 

"quyt is she 
Fro yow this yer; what after so befalle, 
This entremes is dressed for yow alle." 

(663-65) 

In her decision to delay her choice, the formel is set free 

from these self-seeking flatterers who have no concern for 

the common profit. With tongue-in-cheek levity, Nature 

tells them that a year is not so long to endure. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE TWO WORLD CONDITIONS OF MAN 

Chaucer's House of Fame and Parliament of Fowls repre

sent two contrasting visions of man's destination in the 

world, a destination determined primarily by whatever moti

vates him toward that end. We have discovered that man's 

ultimate destination depends upon the kind of love that he 

pursues. Especially we have noted that the Consolation of 

Philosophy teaches man to govern his heart and his terres

trial world according to the same love that governs the 

celestial cosmos. In this work by Boethius Lady Philosophy 

urges man to recognize the divine purpose and design of the 

cosmos created by God and to imitate that same design and 

purpose in the world. She also advises man to notice the 

divine order and reason that govern the celestial cosmos 

and to apply these same means in governing his own world. 

Consequently, if man's world is equipped with a purpose 

and a design, and if his world is governed with order and 

reason, then his world is steadfast and stable. Philosophy 

then stresses the importance of pursuing the proper kind of 

love, a love that creates a bond between God and man, and 

between man and the members of his society. This bond has 

for its design the collective effort of all men who strive 
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for the purpose of creating the common profit or the common 

weal. In this manner, the terrestrial world imitates the 

design and purpose of the celestial cosmos: the harmony of 

the world imitates the harmony of the celestial spheres. 

Philosophy dissuades man from submitting himself to 

Fortune, for she is unstable, mutable, and contrary to the 

laws governing the universe. She is capable of turning the 

condition of things all to the contrary: she causes man's 

world to make a p~rmutation from order to disorder, from 

steadfastness to instability. The Consolation of Philosophy 

provides Chaucer with a suitable criterion for world stabil

ity ; the House of Fame is therefore a vision of what man's 

world becomes if the precepts of order and stability are 

ignored. The House of Fame represents man's world in a 

state of permutation caused by man's submission to Fortune 

and by his inability to recognize the order and reason that 

govern the universe. He becomes a victim in a world turned 

upside-down. 

The conditions leading to the upside-down world in the 

House of Fame begin with man's essential blindness and his 

willful s ubmission to Fortune. Her gifts of temporal 

prosperity--fame, renown, glory, riches--become the objects 

of his selfi s h desire and blind his eyes to the divine pur

p o s e that is God's. Thus, man mistakes worldly prosperity 
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for his true rewards. Also, his cupiditous desire for 

singular profit, or private gain, is contrary to the laws 

that govern the design and purpose of the cosmos. He has 

replaced his love for God and for his society with his love 

for selfish gain. 

In the House of Fame Chaucer makes use of the Boethian 

concept that man's love for earthly goods and material gain 

is made manifest when he builds for himself a crafted world 

of ostelementz, a storehouse for all his worldly goods. 

Fame's palace is a fitting example of how man has replaced 

the spiritual needs of the soul with the selfish, physical 

desires of the flesh. This crafted world of ostelementz 

points to man's love for the artificial rather than for the 

natural. There are no trees, flowers, streams, soft 

breezes, or songs of birds in Fame's palace; there are only 

the pillars of iron and lead, the feeble foundation of ice, 

walls coated with beryl, gold-plated floors and roof, and 

of course, the loud blasts of Aeolus's trumpets. The love 

for ostelementz is responsible for turning the condition of 

things upside-down, for this love causes man to lose his 

place within God's divine scheme. As Lady Philosophy 

explains, man loses his soul because of his possession of 

ostelementz. 
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According to the Consolation, when man voluntarily 

submits himself to Fortune because of his willful and 

selfish desire for worldly goods, he becomes a victim to 

her irrational, mutable, and disorderly world. As we have 

seen from the nine groups of petitioners in the House of 

Fame who gather before her throne, Fortune grants rewards 

completely at random and without regard for reason or 

justice. Thus, reason and order are replaced by the con

fusion and discord of an upside-down world. Man is the one 

who suffers because of his decision to submit to the whims 

of Fortune; he becomes confined to this chaotic world that 

is largely of his own making. The whirling house of twigs 

with its cage-like aspect signifies man's entrapment in 

this kind of world: the soul has become imprisoned by the 

desires of the flesh. Cupiditous love, then, has brought 

man to an upside-down destination whose unnatural and alien 

climate and its manufactured environment point to its 

sterile nature. 

The Parliament of Fowls recalls the Boethian philos-

ophy that seeks to educate man in terms of the proper kind 

of love that he should pursue and the proper place that he 

must take within God's universal scheme. In this poem man 

is called upon to relinquish his selfish desires and to 

work instead for the common profit, for the benefit of 
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society as a whole, and to procure an orderly and steadfast 

world worthy of God's approval. Like Lady Philosophy, 

Afrikanus reminds man to recognize the purpose and design 

of the heavenly spheres and to compare the vast expanse of 

the celestial cosmos to the minuteness of the terrestrial 

world. He is reminded to "know thyself first immortal," to 

remember that his soul's heavenly origin is also its divine 

destination, not the destination of the earthly world. 

Nature's garden represents a world that imitates the order 

and harmony of God's universe. The environment is com

pletely natural with its abundance of trees, flowers, well

streams, and birdsong. All created things in Nature's 

garden exist in harmony; the melodious song of Nature's 

birds reflects the melody of the celestial spheres. 

The Parliament of Fowls takes its theme the Beothian 

concept of love; that is, the kind of love "in its most 

solemn aspect. . conforming in its steadfastness to the 

order and harmony of an uncorrupted universe."
1 

However, 

when this love becomes self-centered, harmony breaks down. 

As we have seen, the three tercel eagles threaten the order 

and harmony of this park when they seek to win the formel 

e agle only as an object of self-interest. The royal eagle 

1 John Lawlor "The Earlier Poems," in Chaucer and 
Chaucerians, ed. D: s. Brewer (University, Alabama: Uni
versity of Alabama Press, 1966), p. 52. 



109 

has no wish to take her as a mate, but only to worship her 

as his sovereign lady; in other words, he desires to have 

her only as an idol of worship. According to D. w. 

Robertson, the submission to a woman in order to worship 

her as a goddess is "to turn the order of things 'up-so

doun' ," to submit reason to sensuality. 2 The tercel, then, 

wishes to idolize the formel in the same manner as the nine 

groups of petitioners in the House of Fame wish to worship 

Fame. The harmony and order of Nature's park is in danger 

of turning upside-down. The other birds soon begin to 

squabble, and they complain that their time has been wasted 

by the tercels' long-winded petitions. The formel eagle's 

decision to wait a year and to choose her own mate is 

endorsed by Nature, who recognizes the need for mutual love 

that is necessary for proper harmony between mates. Here 

Chaucer applies the Boethian concept that the harmony of 

the world must imitate the harmony of the celestial cosmos 

if stability is to endure. The other birds then choose 

their mates so that they can continue the business of per

petuating the species. Only when the formel elects "to 

sacrifice her own love life for the 'commune profit' 

2 D. w. Robertson, "Chaucerian Tragedy," ELH, 19 
(1952), 16. 
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make their own choices, and adjourn." 3 
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The overriding metaphor in the Parliament of Fowls is 

the marriage, the unification of man to the members of his 

society in order to work collectively with his fellow man 

for the general welfare of the state. Thus, to work for 

the good of the common profit is to abandon the self

interest of singular profit. Man's love for singular 

profit and for the temporal rewards of Fortune are the 

causes of the world turned upside-down. Only until man 

embraces the laws of Nature, rejects the temptations of 

Fortune, and works with others for mutual profit does he 

regain his proper place within the universal scheme. 

These two poems suggest that the medieval mind is as 

fascinated with the moral dangers of world chaos as it is 

concerned with the standards and conditions necessary for 

world stability. Chaucer's House of Fame reveals what the 

world becomes when the chain of steadfastness is broken by 

man' s quest for singular profit. Such a quest leads him to 

a bizarre destination where reason, order, and stability 

a re replaced by chaos, confusion, and noise; this upside

d own destination points directly to man's own fallen nature 

3 Carrie Esther Hamrnil, "The Celestial Journey and the 
Harmony of the Spheres ir:1 Eng~ish Literature, 1300-1700," 
Diss. Texas Christian University, 19 7 2, p. 96. 
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and his removal from his proper place within the universal 

scheme. To redeem fallen man and fallen nature requires a 

denial of singular profit in favor of a mutual bond between 

man and neighbor and between man and God. Thus, the 

Parliament of Fowls speaks of this bond, the common profit, 

that enables man to turn away from self-interest and to 

make a commitment to the need of his society in order to 

reinstate stability and harmony necessary for the stead

fastness of the commonwealth. 
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