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INTRODUCTION

In the wake of John Matthews Manly's Warton Lecture
to the Dritish Academy, 'Chaucer and the Rhetoricians,“l
considerable effort has been spent in trying to determine
whether Cliaucer achieved his stature as a writer by means of
or in spite of, the medieval rhetorical tradition. Recent
studies, as, for example, James Jerome Hurphy's doctorel

dissertation, Chaucer, Gower, and the English Rhetoricel

Tradition,2 and Robert Payne's Tne Key of Remembrance,3
include detailed surveys of the post-lManly scholarship deal-
ing 1ith Chaucer's alleged acquaintenceship with rhetorical
manuals. Probably the most significant result of all the
controversy iias been, not merely the recognition that Cheouces
probebly used rhetoric as Mr. Jourdain used prose, but
rather an increased interest in analyzing various aspects of

Chaucer's technigue, not in the spirit of fragmentation, but
3 () b}

in the hope of discovering eventually how such vibrant literd

ature could emerge from an age inheriting such stereotyped

theory. As Payne formulates the problem,

1 The Proceedings of the DBritish dAcademy, Vol. 12
(1926), p. 95-113, reprinted in Chaucer Criticism, The Can-
terbury Tales, ed. Richard Schoeck and Jerome Taylor, Notre
Dame University Press, 1960, p. 268 f.

2 Stanford University, 1956, Ann Arbor Microfilnm,
Tio. 20460.

3 New Haven, Yale University Press, 1963.

-

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES



UNIVERSITE DOTTAWA - ECOLE DES GRADUES

INTRODUCTION vi

The real question 1s not whether Chaucer employs cc-

casional stylistic devices which the rhetoriciens

heppen to heve tabulated, but whether whole poens--

good or even grealt poems--can be produced in the

aesthetic Fradition which the rhetorical manuals

represent.

But Chaucer's "good or even great' poetry is a fait

acconmnpli. And for over five centuries casual readers and

e

critics have attempted to understand the elements which make

-
3

up Cheaucer's distinctive style. JAmong the figures of speech
which undoubtedly account for it to a great extent is the
simile~--perhaps the oldest, and in some ways the simplest,
of tropes. 7Tet even at the outset a paradox in Chaucer's
use of siniles is evident; desnite the fact that almost
every exenple of this figure may be found in earlier litere-
ture, still it remains forever associated with Chaucer's
originality. In the hove of partially rescolving this para-
dox, this study will concentrete upon these areas: 1) which
types of simile appear most frequently in Chaucer's ivorks;
2) in whet ways Chaucer merely adopts, and in what ways he
modifies, the example of his predecessors; 3) which of the
ancient or medieval users of simile he most reseuwbles in
spirit; L} vhether the frequency of this figure varies ac-
cording to genre or date of composition; and 5) to whot uses
decorative or functional, or both, Chaucer employs this

figure.

L Payne, Op. Cit., p. 18.
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INTRODUCTION vii

A number of scholars have already leid a Cirm founda-
™Y

tion for a study of Chaucer's similes. In 1911 Hiram Corson

corplled an index of figures of speech in the Canterbury

Tales? Cheucer's proverbs were collected by Willibald
7~

. . S . . v .
Heeckel in Das Sprichwort bei Chaucer, a tool which hes only

recently been superseded by Bartlett Whiting's book, Chaucery

B

Use of Proverbs.7 Editors of Chaucer's works have contribu-

ted through the centuries by their painstelzing scholarship;
[

PR . . Ly ~ [e]

oile notes in . .. Skeat'!'s Oxford Chaucer are monunentel.

In the New Cambridge Edition, F. N. Robinson has made avail-
able the best of Skeat as well as the best of twentieth

century scholarship.9 Sanford B. leech's Design in Chaucer!'g

Troilus devotes considerable space to the figurstive patterng
including simile, as well as metaphor, metonymy, and example,

in Troilus end Crisevde.l0 Individual articles, which will

be noted througaout this study, have demonstrated the con-
tribution of simile to plot and charccterization in sgpecific
works. It is hoped that by examining the entire collection

of Chaucer's similes in the light of these studies, a more

Cheucer Soclety, First Series Lio. 72, London, 1911,

\n

Erlangen, Junge & Sohn, 1890.

Harverd Gtudies in Comparative Literature, Lo. 11,

N O

193%.

6 vols. and supplement, Oxford, 1894-7.

(65

9 Boston, lloughton 1.ifflin, 1957.

10 Syracuse University Press, 1959.
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INTRCDUCTION viii

congruent picture of Chaucer's employument of this figure may
energe.

Investigation into the nature of simile presents an
initial complexity in regard to the proposed study. It is
almost impossible to arrive at a univocal definition of the
simile as distinguished from the figure "comparison.¥
Actually, wost authors wvho have deeslt in any way with the
problem have admitted defeat and grouped the two figures to-
gether, with or without apology. Once a distinction has been
recognized, it may immediately be perceived that in Chaucer's
work, very few real similes appesr. Comparisons abound,
however. Thus both similes and comperisons will be exenined
in order to obtzin a more couplete picture.

The works of Choucer will be dealt with in a roughly

hronological manner, with the exception of the Canterbury

Q

=3

ales, which will be examined according to genres.
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CHAPTER I
DEFINITION OF SIIMILE

Students embarking upon a study of imagery generally
begin with the simile, which is assumed by the authors of
their textbooks to be the most easily identifiable figure of
speech and the one most readily defined. However, although
it is possible to assign the simile to a definite classifica-
tion, a greater difficulty arises when one tries to differen-
tiate it from other members of its class. Nor is the diffi-
culty lessened by etymological study; rather the issue be-
comes increasingly complicated the more it is pursued. Con-
sequently, this initial chapter will be devoted to an examina
tion of the term simile, its definition and the relationship
of this term with others which are close in meaning.

Modern dictionaries assume the figurative nature of
simile. The following is a definition, typical of those
found in collegiate dictionaries:
simile, a figure of speech sStating a compdrison ex-
plicitly, usually with like, as, so, etc., as life
is like a stream; distinguished from metaphor (where
the Ilikeness is only implied) and from comparison

(where ii is literal); expressed imaginative com-
parison.

1 Macmillan's Modern Dictionary, lNew York, Macmillan,

19380
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DEFINITION OF SIMILE 2

Yet when the word simile is examined according to historical
principles, a certain complexity presents itself. The New

English Dictionary gives as the etymology of the word:

"L, simile, neuter of similis, like," and defines it as "a

comparison of one thing with another, especially as an orna-
ment in poetry or rhetoric." The first use of the word dis-

covered in English is from Langland's Piers Plowman

(C. xx. 160): "By this simile . . . ich seo an euidence,
That ho so syneged in be seynt espirit asoilled worth he
neuere."” This identical quotation, however, is cited under

the third definition of the cognate word similitude, which

specifically equates the latter word with simile: "a com-
parison drawn bgtween two things or facts; the expression of
such comparison; a simile.” In addition to the example from

Langland another is excerpted from Chaucer's Second Nun's

Tale (431): ™Almache answerde vn-to that similitude, 'Of
whennes comth thyn answeryng so rude?'™ It is difficuit to
understand in the context where a "similitude" is supposed
to exist. Almache has said: "I axe thee though it thee
greeve, Of thy religioun and of thy bileeve." (b,26-27)2

Cecilia has answered: '"Ye han bigonne your questioun folily)

2 F. N. Robinson, ed., The Works of Geoffrey Chaucer

Second Edition, Cambridge, Massachusetts, Houghton Mifflin,
1957. Unless otherwise specified, all quotations from
Chaucer's works will be taken from this edition.
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DEFINITION OF SIMILE 3

that wolden two answeres conclude/ In o demande; ye axed
lewedly." (429-30) What Chaucer meant by "similitude" in
this answer of Almache is a puzzle since the speech of Ce-
cilia appears to be merely a literal criticism of his
question.

However, other examples demonstrating the use of the

word similitude in the New English Dictionary indicate that

both the literal and the figurative senses belong to the
concept. Wilson, in his Rhetoric (1553), states: "A simili
tude is a likenesse when two thynges, or mo then two, are so
compared and resembled together, that thei bothe in some one
propertie seme like.™ Apparently the two things likened are
assumed to be essentially dissimilar. To Addison, the word

similitude corresponded exactly to our use of the word

simile: "Those who are acquainted with Homer's and Virgil's
way of Writing, cannot but be pleased with this kind of
Structure in Milton's Similitudes." (Spectator, No. 303)

Yet another definition is given to similitude in

the New English Dictionary: "a parable; an allegory.

Chiefly in Biblical use, after L. similitudo, used to render

Gr. parabole." The earliest example of the word used in
this sense is credited to Wyclif: ™"Luc tellep how Jesus
seide to his disciplis bis similitude: Pper was a man bat
hadde a fige tree."(Selected Works, II, 207)

By the seventeenth century in England, the words

and similie /sic/ seem to have been the
UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES
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DEFINITION OF SIMILE L

exclusive property of didactic writers, if we may judge from
the collections available today. According to Frank J.

Wilstach,”

the books of similes of that century are in realij
ty "religious dissertations." The avowed purpose of Robert

Cawdray in publishing his Treasurie or store house of

similes (1600) included the giving of pleasure as well as
edification. In the dedication to Sir John Harington and
his brother, Cawdray wrote:

This Bodke . . . containeth certain verie pleasant,
delightfull, and profitable Similies: <that 'is, when
two things or moe then two, dre so compared, resem=-
bled, and conferred together, that they in some one
propertie seeme like: Wherein not onely sundrie,
and very many, most horrible and foule vices, and’
daungerous sinnes of all sorts, are so familiarly,
and so plainly 'laid open, ripped up, and displayed
in their kinds, and so pointed at with'the finger of
God, in his sacred and holy Scriptures, to signifie
his wrath and indignation belonging unto them, that
such as are Christians in deed, 'being seasoned and
endued with the spirit of grace, and having God be-
fore their eyes, will bee verie feareful, even in
loue that they beare to God, to pollute and defile
their hearts, their minds, their mouEhes, or hands,
with any such forbidden things . . .

After a long explanation in this vein, Cawdray concludes:

For many times that thing, which cannot bée per-
ceived or vnderstood of Readers of Bookes, and

3 A Dictionary of Similés, New Edition, Boston,
Little, Brown and Company, 1924, p. xii.

4 London, Printed by Tho. Creede, dwelling in the
0ld Chaunge, at the Signe of the Eagle and Childe, near
014 Fish-Streete, 1600. (no pagination)

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES
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hearers of Sermons, by a simplé precept, may yet by
a Similitude or plaine example, bee attained wvnto.
So that if any be desirous to compare a thing from
the lesse to the greater: Similitudes will helpe
him greatly in this behalfe.?

As the crowning argument to justify his concern with similes,

Cawdray adds:

And that there is a necessarie and profitable vse
of Similies, we may easily gather, for that the
holy Ghost hath so often vsed them, both in the
old and new Testameng, as amongst many, these few
quotations doo shew.

And he cites by chapter and verse from the books of Samuel,
Judges, Psalms, Job, Proverbs, Jeremias, the four Evangel-
ists, and the Epistles of St. Paul. Cawdray shows wide
acquaintanceship not only with the Sacred Scriptures but
also with the Fathers of the Church, for to justify the use
of similes for teaching the word of God, he points to the
example of Tertullian, Chrysostom, Origen, Cyprian, Nazian-
zen, Basil, Jerome, Ambrose, and Augustine.7 Cawdray adds a
warning to the reader in regard to the structure of simile:
This also is to be remembered of the Reader, that a
Similitude is not the same in euerie particular, as
that which was likned vwnto it, but it is sufficient
if it be like in one. Againe, Similitudes are never
set out to confirme or confute, but to adorne, and

to make a matter more plaine; and yet is euermore
inferiour to the matter in hand.

5 Idem.
6 Idem.
7 Idem.
8 Idem.

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES o
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DEFINITION OF SIMILE 6

Anthonie Fletcher's collection of Certaine Very

Proper, and Most Profitable Similies is even more serious in

tone than Cawdray's. In the dedication to Lord Gilbert
Taulbut, he states:

I have ventured to take a little pains and collect

.« + » a little booke of Similies, to testifie my

love in Christ lesu, to all the seruants of God.?
The similes are numbered, but apparently not arranged in any
specific order. Typical of his similes are comparisons of a
physician cutting a vein to relieve suffering, with C@rist
suffering to heal mankind; of fields visited by rain, with
souls nourished by the doctrine of Christ; of a candle
unable to light another if its light be extinguished, to a
prelate unable to inflame others without the love of God.lO

The following simile is an example taken from a

third collection~--this one by John Spencer:

A Great Emperour buyeth a Woman that is a slave,
which he intends to marry, and will do so, whether
she will or no; yet will he woe /sic/ her, and, if
possible, marry her Will as well as her Person, yet
whether she will or no, he will and may marry her,
for she is his purchase; she is his Wife in his
determination before he hath married her: This is
a Simile, that at the first view may seem to hold
out much of God's ability in the working of Man to
will and do; yet being put into the ballance will

9 London, Iohn Tackson, for Isaac Bing, 1595.

10 Idem.

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES
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DEFINITION OF SIMILE 7

be found light; For though this Emperour hath power
to force the Womans body té the action, yet he hath
no power to force her will, to be willing to the
action: The will is alwayes independent sui juris,
but God hath power not only to marry the Soul, which
he hath bought from being a slave to the Dinll’ but
to make it ready and willing to marry him.

At first sight there may seem to be little differ-
ence between the foregoing similes, which Wilstach calls
"religious dissertations,’” and the ones cited as modern
examples, except that these use natural phenomena to parallel
supernatural truths, whereas simileﬁn its usual sense denotes
a figure bringing together objects or ideas wholly within the
realm of the natural. Structurally the two kinds are alike;
even in purpose-- to achieve greater clarity and vividness--

they function in similar ways. Thus the similitudo or

simile may mean a literal comparison, a simple figurative
comparison, or a Biblical parable or allegory. This over-~
lapping of meaning is further complicated by attempts to
translate into French and English the names of figures found
in ancient and medieval rhetorics and poetics.

In the Rhetorica ad Herennium,l2 for example, the

terms similitudo and imago are used to name two of the

figures of diction. The first translates the Greek parabole;

11 Things New and Old. Or, A Store-house of Similies,
Sentences, Allegories, Apophtheems, Adagies, Apologues, Di-
vine, Morall, Politicall, etc. . . London, Wilsormr and otreat-
er, for John Spencer at Sion College, 1658, p. 569.

‘ 12 Tr. Harry Caplan, Loeb Classical Library, Cam-
- UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES
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the second, eikon. In French, similitudo emerges as la

similitude and becomes in actual usage equivalent with la

comparaison, some authors distinguishing between this as a

figure of speech and la vraie comparaison, meaning a literal

comparison.13 In speaking of imago, Edmond Farallh attempts
no French translation but notes: "L'imago . . . rapproche

non plus deux idées, mais deux é&tres." It has, he continues,

"un rapport étroit" with the similitude. The English trans-

lation by Caplan uses the word comparigon for similitudo’”

16

and simile for imago.
Examination of French and French-English dictionariesg

reveals that the terms comparaison, similitude, and image

are, in French usage, practically interchangeable. The

New French-Fnglish, English-French Dictionary lists as a

definition of comparaison: "Rhet. simile, similitude.”
For image: "Bhet. similitude, comparison, metaphor”; for
similitude: "Hhet. simile, comparison."™ The Dictionnaire

de la Langue Francaisel? is a little more explicit:

13 Hedwig Konrad, Etude Sur La Métaphore, Paris,
Maurice Lavergne, 1939, p. 14i4.

14 Les Arts Poétigques du xii®

Paris, 1924, p. 69.

et du xiii® Sidcle,

15 Rhetorica ad Herennium, p. 377.
16 Ibid., p. 385.

'8 17 Emile Littié, ed., Paris, Gallimard et Hachette,
1958.

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES
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similitude, Figure de rhétorique, dite aussi compa-
raison, par laquelle, pour éclaircir une idée ou
pour orner le discours, on applique 4 un objet des
traits de ressemblance empruntée a4 un objet
different.

The Dictionnaire de l'Academie Francaise dis-

tinguishes between the ordinary use of similitude and that

which designates a figure of rhetoric.

similitude, didactique. Rapport exact entre deux
choses. la similitude de deux triangles. Il se
dit aussi d'une Figure de rhétorique qui est une
comparaison prolongée. Les similitudes sont sou-
vent employées dans l'Evangile.

For comparaison, the same dictionary gives the following

definition:

comparaison, signifie encore Similitude et se dit de
cette Fizure de rhétorique dont les orateurs et les
poétes se servent en comparant une chose ou une per-
sonne a4 quelque autre, pour orner le discours ou
pour y apporter de la clarté. -/Examples follow,
includlng the sentence: "La Métaphore n'est_qu'une
comparaison dont un terme est sous-entendu.'/

I1 se dit des Rapprochements rapides que l'on
fait de deux objets dissemblables, mais entre les~
quels on établit par la pensée une certaine analo-
gie. Beau comme le jour, Prompt comme l'éclair,
Bavard cormme une pie sont des comparaisons.

The question arises whether the "Rapprochements
rapides!" referred to may properly be considered similes in

English as they are admitted as comparaisons in French.

Faral cites examples of this type of comparison in speaking

of the similitudo per brevitatem,l8 although none of the

examples given by the author of ad Herennium fit exactly

18 Op. Cit., p. 69.

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE $TUDIES
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into this pattern. Some grammarians maintain a strict rule
of differentiation between true similes and "mere compari-
sons.”™ Others feel that the difference is too slight to
warrant different classifications. Frank Wilstach, in the

preface to his Dictionary of Similes, chooses the easy solu-

tion:

I have taken the liberty, rather broadly, of in-
cluding in this book, as an aid for reference, a
number of comparisons from various sources which
would not technically come under the definition of
simile. There is, of course, a thin shade of dif-
ference, but one overlooked by many grammarians.
However, when one can, without undue license, en-
large the usefulness of a book of reference there
is no necessity of allowing research to be embar-
rassed by unimportant breaches of definition. The
reader will find, I trust, the few comparisons in
this dicfionary quite as welcome as the out and out
similes.19

Among the 19,300 entries listed by Wilstach, representing
some 2405 authors, 85 are credited to Chaucer. Almost with-
out exception these "similes" fit into the category of
"Rapprochements rapides que l'on fait de deux objets dis-
semblables, mais entre lesquels on établit par la pensée une
certaine analogie." Had Wilstach drawn a line of distinc-
tion between simile and comparison, he would have had to
leave Chaucer almost unrepresented.

In his excellent study of imagery, Father Stephen

Brown, S.J., has probed the problem of the exact definition

19 P. xvi.

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES
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of simile most minutely. Closely following the grammarian

Genung, Father Brown states:

When the two objects so likened to each other
belong to the same order of being we have merely a
comparison; when they belong to different orders of
being we have the figure known as simile. It is
the likeness or analogy perceived amid essential
unlikeness that makes the figure.2

In restating Gemung's basic distinction, Father Brown has
paraphrased a crucial point: "In order that Resemblances

may be figurative the things compared must differ in kind."

_ 21
/Emphasis supplied./ Although Father Brown's phrase,
"different orders of being," might at first seem an accurate
equivalent, the examples cited by way of illustration indi-
cate that Father Brown's definition of simile is more re-
stricted than Genung's. According to the latter:
To be a simile, the comparison . . . must be between
objects of different classes. Thus, to compare a
chariot-race with a boat-race, events of the same
class, is no simile, such as we see when, in the
Bible, chariots are said to "run like the lightnings.”
It is the actual likeness deduced from essential un-
likeness that makes the figure.<?
The "essential unlikeness” between "chariots'" and "the
lightnings" is beyond dispute. DBut the problem becomes more

complex in view of the example cited by Father Browm:

20 The World of Imagery, London, Kegan Paul, Trench,
Trubner & Co. Ltd., 1927, p. 118.

21 John F, Genung, Practical Rhetoric, p. 89, quoted
by Stephen J. Brown, S.J., Op. Cit., note, p. 118.

R2 =mmm——m— y, Practical Elements of Rhetoric with

Illustrative FExamples, Boston, Ginn & Co., 1891, D, g9.

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA - SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES
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Thus the familiar line

" Blue were her eyes as the fairy flax
is, strictly speaking, a comparison o6nly and not a
simile, for the two objects compared, however dif-
ferent, are both material, and the quality in which
they resemblg one another, viz. blueness, is literal-
ly in both.?

if the common attribute of materiality is sufficient to ex-
clude a set of terms from the category of.simileg reiatively
few examples of this figure will be found, even among the

examples cited by the ancient rhetoricians. For example, in

the Bhetorica ad Herennium, the simile (imago), which is

defined as "the comparison of one figure with another, im-
plying a certain resemblance between them," is illustrated
by the following sentence: "He entered the combat in body
like the strongest bull, in impetuosity like the fiercest

lion."zh Indeed the person in question has in common with
the bull and lion not only materiality but also animality,

Likewise the example from the Iliad, quoted by Aristotle to
distinguish simile from metaphor, "/Achilles/ leapt on the
foe as a lion,"25 would also have to be eliminated for the
same reasons as those adduced above. If Aristotle and the

author of ad Herennium exemplify simile with comparisons of

man’and animal, representing two orders of being within the

23 Stephen Brown, Op. Cit., p. 118.
2} Harry Caplan, tr., p. 385.

25 Rhetoric, "tr. W. Rhys Roberts, New York, Modern
Library Edition, 1954, p. 173.
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larger classification of materiality, it would seem that
Father Brown's boundaries in regard to simile are drawn too
narrowly.

However, Father Brown's second consideration is per-
haps the more significant. Hé suggests that simile does not
exist if the quality in which the resemblance lies be liter-
ally in both objects. The point is well taken, even if the
appeal on a literal level to "fairy" anything is somewhat
dubious. Hedwig Konrad carries this point even further in
stating that the figurative element required must always be
that of hyperbole. The following observations occur in a
context in which the essence of metaphor and metaphorical
comparison (simile) is being examined:

. Dans les deux cas, nous voyons un objet comparé
a un autre, non par suite d'une simple ressemblance,
mais parce que cet autre paralt le représentant par
excellence de cette base de ecomparaison. Si on dit:
cette jeune fille ressemble 3 une fleur ou qu'elle
est comme une fleur, on a pris ce terme parce que la
fleur semblait un élément nettement représentatif de
la frafcheur la plus pure, du charme par excellence.
I1 en est de méme de tous les autres exemples que
1'on pourrait citer: ses dents sont éclatants

comme des perles, ses lévres sont comme du corail,
ses yeux comme des étoiles, etc.

C'est ce fait qui permet de dire que toute com-
paraison implique, comme “la métaphore, une hyperbole.
La comparaison métaphorique se distingue de la vraie
comparaison par l'exagéeation. (Comparez: il est
fort comme son” pére, avéc il est fort comme un lion.
Elle est belle comme sa soeur, avec elle est belle
comme une rose.) Dans la premiére nous trouvons
une comparaison exacte, dans la seconde nous sous-
entendons une exagération voulue. Dans l'une et
ltautre métaphore, il y a un rapprochement d'un
objet avec un autre objet qui se presente a nos
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yeux commie l'exemple le plus parfait d'un de ses at-
tributs; si l'attribut dont il s'agit n'est pas ex-
pressément nommé, il y a abstraction. Ainsi dans la
phrase: elle est comme une rose, on fait abstraction
d?s at&gibuts de la rose, tout comme dans une méta-
phore.

Obviously Konrad's principle of hyperbole as the essence of
metaphorical comparison is valid only in the type of example
given here, earlier referred to as "rapprochements rapides.”
The very structure of phrases like "white as snow" or "brave
as a lion" exacts the use of an example which represents the
superlative manifestation of the quality delinéated. However
in more complex structures such as the epic simile in which,
for instance, a human action is envisioned as similar to some
phenomenon in nature, either visually or audibly, the com-
parison does not necggsarily involve hyperbole. A

Instead of attempting to formulate a definition which
would reconcile such divergent points of view, it seems
preferable simply to specify what will be discussed under the
term simile in regard to the writings of Chaucer. Compari-
sons in which the terms remain disparate, generally including

a word such as like or as, analogous to the examples given

by the author of ad Herennium for both imago and similitudo,

will be considered similes for the purposes of this study.
Short comparisons, although excluded by the stricter rhetori-

Tcians, will be considered as data to be examined because of

26 Konrad, Op. Cit., p. 1lh4kL.
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their function as imagery, and because the expression
"Chaucer's similes" immediately evokes remembrance of
phrases such as "coy as is a maid"” and "brown as a berry."

These will generally be designated as comparisons to dis-

tinguish them from the more complex and extended figures

more properly known as similes.
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CHAPTER II
SIMILES AND THE LITERARY TRADITION
1. The Simile in Antiquity

The use of simile may be traced farther back than
Homer's work and the 0ld Testament--the two foremost sources
of tais figure in the literature of antiquity. Philip
Wheelright, in his excellent study on metaphor,1 asserts
that the "earliest known instance of the light symbol is
found at Sippar in ancient Mesopotamia, toward the end of
the third millennium B, C."™ Archaeologists believe this to
be the site of "the oldest school of which there is any
record."” Inscribed on a stone which probably served as
lintel to the main entrance of the school are words includ-
ing a metaphorical comparison, of the kind generally con- ]
sidered simile: "May he who sits in the places of learning
shine like the sun "

Frank J. Wilstach speculates that the origin of
simile goes even farther back than this. He suggests that
"if our first parents had had a Boswell, many similes which
are now in general use would be known as having been current

in the Garden of Eden."? Among those which he would credit

1 Metaphor amd Reality, Indiana University Press,

1962 .116.
902, P 2 A Dictionary of Similes, Boston, 1924, p. xi.

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. 3CHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES




UMIVERSITE 'OTTAWA ~ ECOLE DES GRADUES

SIMILES AND THE LITERARY TRADITION 17

arbitrarily to Adam are "cold as ice,® "busy as a bee,"r
"proud as a peacock,'" "weak as water," "angry as a wasp;"
and "bitter as gall." Although Wilstach indicates in his
preface that he recognizes a difference between simile and
comparison, he refers to these phrases unequivocally as
similes.

Anyone familiar with the books of the 0ld Testament,
especially Proverbs and the Psalms, realizes that such
phrases were commonplace in the language of the inspired
writers. Among the most usual of these Wilstach cites:
"still as a stone," "white as snow," "fim as a stone,"
"unstable as water," and "melted like wax."3 Thus a large
number of the comparisons used by Chaucer are undoubtedly
derived from Holy Scripture--either directly or as incor-
porated into the everyday language of Christian Europe.

But the Hebrew writers used similes far more imagina
tive than the comparisons listed above. Some of these found
their way explicitly into Chaucer's writings, either quoted
directly from Solomon or referred‘to as occurring in the
writings of the Fathers. For example, the simile found in
Proverbs, 11:22, "Like a golden ring in a swine's snout is a

beautiful woman with a rebellious disposition,"h appears

3 Idem.

L Confraternity of Christian Doctrine translation,
New York, Benziger Brothers, 1958.
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in the Wife of Bath's Prologue,

A fair wommén, but she be chaast also,
Is 1lyk a gold ryng in a sowes nose. (784-5)

and again, this time with further elaboration, in the Par-

son's Tale:

0 goode God, ye wommen that been of so greet beautee,
remembreth yow of the proverbe of Salomon. He seith:
"Likneth a fair womman that is a fool of hire body
lyk to a ryng of gold that were in the groyn of a
soughe." For right as a soughe wroteth in everich
ordure, so wroteth she hire beautee in the stynkynge
ordure of synne. (154-6)

So familiar are certain similes from the Psalms that one may
forget that they were ever invented.

Be not vexed over evildoers, nor jealous of those who
do wrong; for like grass they quickly wither, and like
green herbs they wilt. (Ps. 36:1)

As the hind léngs for the running waters, so my soul
longs for you, O God. Athirst is my soul for God,
the living God. (Ps. 41:2)

Let them dissolve like a melting snail, like an un-
timely birth that never sees the sun. Unexpectedly,
like a thornbush, or like thistles, let the whirl-
wind carry them away. (Ps. 57:9-10)

O God, you are my God whom I seek; for you my flesh
pines and my soul thirsts like earth, parched, life-
less and without water. (Ps. 62:2)

As smoke is driven away, so are they driven; as wax
melts before the _fire, so the wicked perish before
God. (Ps._67:2)5

[Coincidentally, it appears that this kind of simile, more

explieit and imaginative than the rapid comparison yet lacking

5 Idem.

A
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the expansiveness of Homeric simile, is the predecessor of

the type found in Ovid, especially in the Metamorphoses.

Wilstach quotes other sources outside of Holy Writ
which testifyy to the ancient use of simile. One of these
antedates the Exodus of the Israelites:

In the time of Rameses II of Egypt, 1292-1225 B. C.,
according to Breasted's "History of Egypt", the
Poem of Pentaur was written. The heroic Theban
poet's work was so highly prized that it was carved
on the temple walls in hard stone. Pentaur was not
ignorant of the simile. Thus he speaks of Pharaoh:

"His heart is firm, his courage is like that of
the god of war."

"His courage is firm, like that of a bull,"

"The King is dreadful as the grim lion in the
valley."

"He appeared like the sun-god at his rising in
the early morn."

Of Seit, the father of Rameses II, an unlocked
inscription says: "He is as a jackal which rushed
prowling through the land, as a grim lion that fre-
guents hidden paths, as a powerful bull with
sharpened horns."™ Now this Rameses, Ramses, or
Ramessu, was that Pharaoh who oppressed the Isra-
elites, the father of the princess who found the
child Moses hid among the bulrushes.

With Homer the simile establishes itself as an
integral element of epic, as it had no dombt played a vital
role in the earlier heroic tales of oral tradition. Al-
though somewhat digressive in nature, drawing upon disparate
material for its comparisons, the epic simile nevertheless
contributes effectively to the unity of the work as a whole
and to its sense of sublimity. Paradoxically it adds to the

sublimity of tone even when comparing the most grandiose

6 Wilstach, Op. Cit., p. xi.
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exploits to a familiar world. The indispensable contribu-
tion of epic similes is recognized not only by Homeric
scholars of the past but even by those nmodern editors who
retain them even when they edit the Iliad, as does W. H. D,
Rouse, in order to present "the plain story of Homer, omit-
ting the embellishments which were meant only to please the
ear--stock epithets and recurring phrases where the meaning
is of no account."7 How better could the reckless bravery
of Diomedes be depicted than by reproducing Homer's simile?

If he had been eager to fight before, now he was

three times as wild. He was like a lion when he

has leapt into the sheepfold after the woolly

flocks, and the shepherd has wounded but not

killed him. But this only makes the lion more

furious, and the shepherd defends the sheep no

more, but slinks into the hut and leaves them

helpless in panic; they huddle in heaps, and the

maddened beast leaps out of thegfold. 30 Diomedes

maddened fell upon the Trojans.

Adhering to the same tradition in regard to the use
of simile are Virgil's Aeneid, a work certainly known by
Chaucer, and Statius' Thebaid, a work which influenced him
at least indirectly. Chaucer's famous cmdensation of the
Aeneid into a little over three hundred octosyllabic lines
precluded by its very mature the inclusion of epichsimile.

From Statius, either directly or through Boccaccio, Chaucer

7 Homer, The Iliad, The Story of Achilles, tr. W. H.
Rouse, New York, The New American Library of World Litera-
ture, Inc., 1950 (no pagination in preface).

LY

8 Ibid., p. 60.
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borrowed occasionally. TFor example, as B. A. Wise has ob-

served,9 the following Chaucerian passage from the Knight's

Tale is derived ultimately from Statius:

Tho chaungen gan the colour in hir face,

Right as the hunters in the regne of Trace,

That stondeth at the gappe with a spere,

Whan hunted is the leon or the bere,

And hereth hym come russhyng in the greves,

And breketh bothe bowes and the leves,

And thynketh, "Heere cometh my mortal enemy!
Withoute faille, he moot be deed, or I;

For outher I moot sleen hym at the gappe

Or he moot sleen me, if that me myshappe." (1637~46)

The original version in the Thebaid reads as follows:
Qualis Gaetulae stabulantem ad confraga silvas Vena-
tor longo motum clamore leonem [xpectat firmans ani-
mum et sudantia nisu Tela premens; gelat ora pavor
gressusque tremescunt, “uis veniat quantusque, sed
horrida signa frementis %Scipit et caecca metitur
murmura cura. (IV, L49%4)

Wise expresses dissatisfaction with the position taken by

Henry Ward who merely points out that Chaucer combined two

passages of the Teseide to produce this simile,ll because

9 The Influenée of Statius upon Chaucer, Baltimore,
J. H. Furst Co., 1911, p. 90.

10 "Even so a hunter awaits a lion roused by long
shouting from his lair in the brushwood of a Gaetulian for-
est, steellng his courage and holdlng his spear in a per-
spiring grip; his face is frozen in terror and his steps
tremble; 'what beast approaches?'! he wonders, and 'how
m1ghty7' and he hears the roar that gives ominous signal,
and measures the growing sound in blind anxiety." --Tr.

J. H. Mozley, London, William Heinemann Ltd., 1928,

I, 543-5.

11 Marginal Notes to the Knightes Tale, Chaucer
Society, Six-Text Print. Cited by Wise, p. 90.
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Boccaccio's version is in turn "a close adaptation of the
lines just quoted from Statius."12 But, according to Wise,
the context differs in the three occurrences of this simile.
Statius introduces the simile to depict the dread of
Eteocles as to the answer of the oracle. Boccaceio
uses it to portray the fear of Palamon and Arcita at
the beginning of the tournament while Chaucer had
transferred it to the occasiig of their duel where
it is much more appropriate.
This type of simile Chaucer used sparingly and, as will be
seen later, most judiciously. Far more numerous are similes
of the type used by Ovid, a writer who undoubtedly exercised
considerable influence upon Chaucer.

The type of simile found in the Heroides and in the

Metamorphoses proved useful to Chaucer as well as the plot

suggestions he borrowed from Ovid. Many Chaucerian passages
are reminiscent of Ovid's burning fields, roaring seas, and
quivering leaves. Oenone's complaint to Paris may well have
remained in Chaucer's memory to combine with a passage from

the Hermaphrodite story of the Metamorphoses, yielding the

famous simile which marks the c¢limax of the Troilus:

We mingled our weeping, each a prey to grief; the .
elm is not so closely clasped by the clinging vine 1,
as was my neck by your embracing arms. (Her. V. 46-8)

12 Wise, Op. Cit., p. 99.
13 Idem.

1) Heroides and Amores, with an English Translation
by Grant Showerman, London, William Heinemann, 1914, p. 61.
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So will the ivy round some lofty Egee
Its tendrils twine; (Met. IV. &1)
And as aboute a tree, with many a twiste,
Bytrent and writh the swote wodebynde,
Gan ech of hem in armes other wynde.
(Tr. IIT. 1230-32)
In the use of simile, Chaucer proved closer in spirit to

Ovid than to any other of his predecessors in antiquity.
2. The Simile in the Literature of the Middle Ages

Anglo-Saxon bards of the heroic tradition, at least
insofar as may be seen in the works extant, gave expression
to their image-making tendencies in kenning more readily
than in epic simile. The few examples noted by Tom Burns
Haberl5 are far less complex than those of Virgil:

Off over the choppy sea, wind-whipped,
The foam-throated thing went bobbing like a bird, (217-8

. . there started from his /Grendel's/ eyes
Unlovely light in the very form of fire. (726-7)

Each of the nail-joints was very like steel. (985)
When it /The sword/ all melted down as if it was

the ice - 16
The Father unleashes from the chain of frost, (1608~9)

Anglo-Saxon use of similitude is found more often in the
prose, especially in the didactic literature which will be

discussed below.

15 A Comparative Study of the Beowulf and the Aeneid
Princeton, University Press, 1931, p. 75.

16 Edwin Morgan, tr., Beowulf, A Verse Translation

1ntohModernTE§ﬂ;3§h, Kent, Hand and Flower Press, 1952.
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- The French heroic tradition, expressed in the Song of

Roland, which seems to have been written towards the end of
the eleventh century, makes little use of simile. According
to Dorothy L. Sayers, a recent translator and editor,

In the whole 4,000 lines there are scarcely more than
half-a-dozen similes, and these, unlike the Homeric
simile, are never elaborated for their own sake, but
are expressed in the very minimum of obvious and
simple words:

Leopard or lion was ne'er so fierce as he

White is his beard as any flower of spring

Even as the deer before the deerhound flees,
So before Roland the Paynims show their heels.l7

Faral has noted that, although brief comparisons are
exceedingly numerous both in Latin and the vernacular
languages during all epochs, the "comparaison par paralléle®
declined in frequency from the eleventh century onwards.
"Toujours est~il que la comparaison n'apparait qu'exception-

nellement dans les chanson de geste, de méme que dans tous

nl8

les autres genres littéraires. However, Faral notes that

there were exceptions to this general tendency.

On en trouve plusieurs, par exemple, dans le Roman
des eles, ol l'auteur fait des paralléles entre le
marchand qui éprouve l'or & la pierre de touche et
le ménestrel qui distingue dans les cours les belles
coutumes et les mauvaise (v. 55 et suiv.), entre
celui qui engloutit un morceau sans le savourer et
celui qui ne recoit de présent qu'a la fin de ses

17 London, Whitefriars Press, 1957, p. 28.

18 Edmond Faral, Les Arts Poétiques du xii€ et du
xiii® Siécle, Paris, 1924, p. 09.
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services (v. 212 et suiv.), entre le chien qui em~
péche la vache de paitre et l'envieux qui empéche
autrui de jouir de son bien (v. 4Ol et suiv.), etc.
Mais ce ne sont que des exceptions. Il y aurait un
sujet d'étude dans les différences que présentent,
a ce poigg de vue, les genres, les époques et les
auteurs.

The two versions of the Brut belong to the tradition
making copious use of the brief comparison and limited use
of the "comparaison par paralléle." Into straightforward

narrative which resembles the pace of the Song of Roland

and of Beowulf, Wace and Layamon introduce a motif of clas-
sical epic by their use of simile.

Between thirty and forty examples of metaphorical
comparison and simile appear in Wace. Typical phrases of
comparison include '"thick as rain,” "more numerous than the
sand,” "erimson as blood,"™ "like to a boar grim in battle,™
"bare as a peasant's hovel," '"words nc weightier than the
idle words on every gossip's lips,™ "brighter than the —sum,"
"rage as a beast possessed,” "abandon the realm like a
dropped pouch,'" and "arrows flew like hail."20 In only about
five instances is the comparison carried beyond a bare
minimum. Even then, the simile does not approach the

typical Homeric expansiveness.

19 Ibid., p. 70.

20 Ernest Rhys, ed., Arthurian Chronicles: Wace and
Layamon, New York, J. M. Dent and Sons Ltd., 1912.
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The Britons ranged like lions amongst their énemies.
They were as lions anhungered for their prey, killing
ewes and lambs, and all Ehe sheep of the flock,
whether small or great.?

The game of war is like a game of tables. Each must

lose in his turn, and the player who wins to-day will
fail to-morrow.<2

He turned grimly on his adversary, even as the boar,
torn of the hounds aag mangled by the hunting knife,
turns on the hunter.

Now the Romans had lost their captain. They were as
a ship upon thé waters, without a rudder, that drifts
here and there, having neither aim nor direction, at
the bidding of the wind and waves. Such was the
plight of the bailly which was spoiled of its cap-
tain; for an army without a ¢onstable is less an
army than a flock of sheep.?h

The sword smote upon the buckler as on an anvil. The
earth shuddered beneath the weight of the fighting
men, and the vall?y rang and clanged like a smithy
with the tumult.?
Layamon's'use of simile, for the most part, resem-
bles that of Wace, except that in the later work the figure
appears with greater frequency. Layamon shows at times

more originality in finding comparisons; however, he tends

to repeat the same conventional phrases more often than

21 Ibid., p. 35.
22 Ibid., p. 41.
23 Ibid., p. 84-5.
2L Ibid., p. 9%k.
25 Ibid., p. 102.
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does Wace. Among the fifty-odd similes and comparisons,
lions, deer, boars, and wolves appear as terms at least fif-
teen times; hawks and hounds appear in their traditional
roles in several others. Hordes, generally of fighters, are
likened to falling hail, snow, or rain at least five times.
More original are phrases such as "hid them like badgers,"
"heave them like feather balls,” and "as still as if they
would steal."

Layamon shows considerable advance over Wace in the
number of extended similes, some of which resemble those of
his predecessor in length:

Even with the words, as if it were wind, he pressed
to the fight; as a whirlwind doth in the field, when
it heaveth the dust high from tge earth, all so Rid-
wathlan rushed on his enemies.?

Up caught Arthur his shield, before his breast, and
he gan to rush as the howling wolf, when he cometh
from the wood, behung with snow and thinketh to bite
such beasts as he liketh.27

Arthur then called to his dear knights: "Advance we
quickly, brave thanes ! all together towards them;
we all shall do well, and they forth fly, as the
high wood, ghen the furious wind heaveth it with
strength 12

But in at least five instances, Layamon far surpas-
ses Wace in his imaginative use of the expanded simile; the

following might well have been taken from Homer:

26 Ibid., p. 155.
27 Ibid., p. 185.
28 Idem.
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Some /of the Saxons/ gan wander, as the wild crane
doth in the moorfen, when his flight is impaired,
and swift hawks pursue after him, and hounds with
mischief meet him in the reeds; then is neither
good to him, nor the land nor the flood; the hawks
him smite, the hounds him bite, then is the royal
fowl at his death-time 129

But of him /Childri¢/ it is happened, as it is of
the fox, when he is boldest over the weald, and
hath his 'full play, and fowls enow; for wildness he
climbeth, and rocks he seeketh; in the wilderness
holes to him worketh. Fare whosoever shall fare,
he hath never any care; he weeneth to be of power
the boldest of all animals. But when come to him
the men under the hills, with horns, with hounds,
with loud cries; the hunters there hollow, the
hounds there give tongue, they drive the fox over
dales and over downs, he fleeth to the holm, and
seeketh his hole; in the furthest end in the hold
he goeth; then is the bold fox of bliss all de-
prived, and men dig to him on each side; then is
there most wretched the proudgsb of all animals!
So was it with Childriec . . .

For yesterday was Colgrim of all men keenest, but
now it is to him all as to the goat, where he guards
the hill; high upon the hill he fighteth with horns,
when the wild wolf approacheth toward him. Though
the wolf be alone, without edch herd, and there were
in a fold five hundred goats, the wolf to them goeth,
and all them biteth. So will I now today Colgrim
all destroy; I,am the wolf and he is the goat; the
man shall die.>

The last two examples which follow might seem, at first
sight, to be metaphors rather than similes, so completely

fused are the terms of comparison. However, because the

29 Ibid., p. 186.
30 Ibid., p. 192.
31 Ibid., p. 196.
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terms remain juxtaposed rather than completely identified,
they retain the character of simile.

Yesterday was Baldulf of all knights boldest, but
now he standeth on the hill, and beholdeth the
Avon, how the steel fishes lie in the stream!
Armed with sword, their life is destroyed; their
scales float like gold-dyed shields; there float
their fins, as if it were spears. These are mar-
vellous things come to this land; such beasts on
the hill, such fishes in the stream 32

Yesterday was the kaiser keenest of all kings; now

is he become a hunter, and horns him follow; he

flieth over the broad weald; his hounds bark; he 5
hath beside Bath his hunting deserted; from his

deer he flieth, and we it shall fell, and his bold
threats bring %8 nought; and so we shall enjoy our

fights gained.

English metrical romance had little use for the
simile, except for the brief comparisons that became stock

expressions. In his edition of Libeaus Desconus, Max Kaluza

has brought together the comparisons which occur; they may
well represent the typical usage in this genre:

. « . A gipell whit as melk 2,8; Melk-whit was her
destrere 132; Melkwhit was her face 944; A lady
whit as flour 1489; ladies whit as swan 1457; A
gerfaucoun whit_as swan 773; swart as_pich 620;
His scheld was blak as pich 1363; As glaﬁ as brond
ybrent 1659; Her inen gray as glas 943; As rose
her rode was red 937; Roddy as rose on ris 1322;
In rose reed armure 1628; His berd was celow as
waxX:; be her schon on hir heed As gold wire schineb

brigt 938 f.; Hir body and hir winge Schine in
alle binge As amall gay and zeld 2%98 ff.; clere

32 Ibid., p. 196.
33 Idem.
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As rose in erbere 955 f.; Her browes as selke brede
940; As briqgt as blosme on brere 62k; He was of all
colours, bat man mdyv sen of flours Betwene midsomer
and may 1075 ff. 54

A short passage incorporating some of these comparisons shows
that Chaucer did not have to depart far from his models to

produce his Sir Thopas. The following description is of

Teodelain the dwarf:

be dwerg was clobed in inde /indigo/
Before and ek behinde
Stout he was and pert.
Among alle cristne kinde
Swich on schold no man finde;
His surcote was overt.
His berd was selow as wax,
To his gerdeli heng his fax;
1 dar well say in certe.
His schon wip gold wer di;t
And coped as a kningt; '
Pat semed no povérte.35

On the other hand, the Pearl Poet's Arthurian tale,

Sir Gawain and the Green Knight, written in the alliterative

poetry of the revival, employs almost no simile or compari-
son. A few expressions such as "stone still,"™ "pure as
gold," and "whiter than the snow that lies on the hills™ may
be found. But the only striking comparison is the one which
might be expected of this author: "As a pearl among white
peas is of more worth than they, so is Gawain, i' faith,

by other knights.”36

3), Leipzig, Verlag Von C., R. Reisland, 1890, p.CXVII]
35 Ibid., p. 10.

36 Jessie L. Weston, tr., in College Book of English
Literature, ed. James K. Tobin et al, New York, American
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If the use of simile became virtually limited to
stock comparisons in the English and French traditions, how-
ever, it found new growth among the Italian writers who be-
long, at least peripherally, to the epic tradition. The
two authors who most influenced Chaucer among these were

Dante and Boccaccio.

Whether the Divine Comedy may correctly be classi-

fied as epic is a moot point. In some ways its scope ex-
ceeds that of any other work professing to be epic; its hero
has transcended the limits of any one culture to represent
all of human kind. But in this discussion, categorizing is
relatively unimportant. What must be considered is the
possibility that Dante's use of simile may, directly or
indirectly, have served as a model for Chaucer. Reacting
against an exaggeration of the nature of this influence

John Speirs writes:

The way the comparison with Dante is sometimes made
is misleading as well as damaging. There is a cor-
respondence in the design and in the detail--in the
actual handling of words by the two mediaeval poets.
Chaucer's similes correspond to Dante's in being
used to glarify--often visually~~and animate the
meaning.?7

Perhaps no writer before or since has surpassed Dan-
te in a functional use of simile. Impelled to re-create for

his addressees a vivid realization of mystical realities,

37 Chaucer the Maker, London, Faber and Faber, 1951,
p' 1"’2—3 .
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Dante seizes upon the most concrete images which can help
make experiences or emotions communicable. Like the epic
writers in the Homeric tradition he frequently draws his
terms from nature, but unlike them, he never gives the im-
pression of having had to go far afield for his material.
Even in the most exalted passages, as for example in Canto
XXXIII of the Paradiso, he can gracefully make a comparison
with the homeliest gesture, enhancing rather than diminishing
the sublimity of the scene. Describing the ecstatic devo-
tion of the blessed souls towards Mary, he wsays,

And as an infant who, after he has nursed,

stretches his arms toward his mother
through gratitude which shows outwardly,
each of those bright souls stretched upward
with its flames, SO that.the_great afgection
they had for Mary was evident to me.3
At every turn, Dante's disarming simplicity seems to be a
key to the majesty of his writing.

W. P. Ker, in his essay "Similes of Dante," analyzes
and assesses the nature of the debt Chaucer owed to Dante.
Both writers, he believes, departed from the practice of
those who used the commonplace

epic similes of lions among deer, or wolves among

sheep, which must have been of old standing long
before Homer. A different kind of simile may be

38 The Divine Comedy, A New Frose Translation, with
an introduction arnd notes by H. R. Huse, New York, Rinehart
& Co., Inc., 1959, p. 436.
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quoted from Chaucer to prove a different kind of
poetical influence upon the disciples of Dante-~~
the example of Dante's vivid imagination moving
his scholar, not to bogrow directly, but to think
in a similar way . . .09

By way of illustration, Ker cites the famous passage from

Chaucer's Man of Law's Tale:

Have ye nat seyn some tyme a pale face,

Among a prees, of hym that hath be lad

Toward his deeth, wher as hym gat no grace,

And swich a colour in his face hath had,

Men myghte knowe his face that was bistad,

Amonges alle the faces in that route? .

So stant Custance, and looketh hire aboute. (645-51)
Ker finds the stamp of Dante in the way that Chaucer trans-
lates "his emotional meaning into a pictorial image, and
chooses to do so without going very far from his subject.“ho
This homogeneous type of simile is often more effective than

the heterogeneous type characteristic of Homer,hl

notwith-
standing Quintilian's remark that "the more remote the
simile is from the éubject to which it is applied, the
greater will be the impression of novelty and the unexpected

which it produces."42 Dante seems to have prized reenforce-

ment of idea above novelty and surprise.

39 Essays on ledieval Literature, New York, Mac-
millan, 1905, p. 3.

4O Tdem.

L1 James Whaler,"The Miltonic Simile,™ PMLA, Vol. 46
(1931), p. 1034-74; "Animal Simile in Paradise Lost,"EMLA,
Vol. 46 (1932), p. 534-553.

© 42 Institutio Oratoria of Quintilian, tr. H. E. But-
ler, 4 vols., London, Wm. Heinemann, 1922, Vol. III, p. 253.]

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES



UNIVERSITE DOTTAWA .~ ECOLE DES GRADUES

oy

SIMILES AND THE LITERARY TRADITION 34

Chaucer seems to have learned his technique not only
from Dante directly but also through Boccacecio as inter-

mediary. According to Ker,

He /Boccaccio/ is not absolutely the first /of the
modern writers to try for the form and spirit of
elassical literature/ for Dante was before him.
Dante was the first to realize the value and the
possibilities of the ancient devices in modern
poetry; and some part, not a small part, of Boc-
caccio's work is to popularize the methods of Dan-
te; for instance in that use of the epic simile
which was introduced in English poetry by Chaucer,
and which Chaucer learned from Dante and Boccaccio.k

The immediate influence of Boccaccio may readily be seen in
the case of similes transplanted with little or no change
into Chaucer's work. For example, in the second book of

Troilus and Criseyde the hero's reactions are described in

a Boccaccian simile:

But right as floures, thorugh the cold of nyght
Iclosed, stoupen of hire stalke lowe,

redressen hem ayein the sonne bright,

And spreden on hire kynde cours by rowe,

Right so gan tho this eighen up to throwe

This Troilus . . . (Ir. II. 967-71)

A translation of Boccaccio's version in Canto II of Il

Filostrato reveals that little change has been introduced:

As little flowers that droop and close in the chill of
night all open out and stand straight upon their stalks
when the sun brightens, so was it with Troilus's weary
spirit.

L3 "Boccaccio," in Ker, Op. Cit., p. 68.

4l The Story of Troilus as told by Benoit de Sainte-
Maure, Giovanni Boccaccio, Geoffrey Chaucer and Robert Hen-
ryson, ed. and tr., R. K. Gordon, London, J. M. Dent & osons,
19341 De. hgo

LT
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However, it is important to remember that Chaucer did
not indiscriminately borrow Boccaccio's similes. One of the
main contentions of Hubertis Cummings in his study, Indebted-

ness of Chaucer to the Italian Works of Boccaccio, is that

whereas Boccaccio's work is "pseudo-classic,” Chaucer's is

Yonly intermittently so."™5 1 regard to Il Teseide Cummings

observes:

The Italian poem abounds in classical allusions, and
in its use of Homeric similes it is hardly inferior
to the Divina Commedia itself, . . . Chaucer, of
course, retains a number of Boccaccio's classical
imitations. . . . The Homeric simile he drops in his
briefer metrical romance. But more significant than
these details, which are abandoned or retained, is
the new atmosphere which the poet creates in the
Knight's Tale, a work which does not for a moment
receive its colour from the pseudo-g%assicism that
survives partially in its material,.

Thus, although Chaucer learned technique in the use
of epic simile from Dante and Boccaccio, he found relatively
little place for it in the rapidly paced narratives in which
he excelled. For the most part, he followed in the footsteps
of his Roman, Anglo-Saxon, and French predecessors, content-
ing himself with the briefest of comparisons.

The entire tradition of epic simile in the Middle

Ages is dwarfed when compared with the overwhelmingly popular]

L5 Menasha, Wisconsin, George Banta Publishing Co.,

1916, p. 143.
L6 Idem.
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use of similitude, growing out of 0ld Testament tradition
and hallowed by the way in which Our Lord Himself incorpor-
ated it into the core of His teaching technique. It is
difficult to draw an exact line of distinction between
similitude and parable. The former, extended to great
length, grows into the latter; basically their essence is
identical. Following the example of their Master, the
Apostles and their successors heralded the "good tidings" to
all nations of the then known world; later the Fathers and
Doctors committed oral tradition to writing, patterning nmuch
of their style upon the New Testament. Thus every country
of Christian Europe in the Middle Ages inherited a centuriest
old custom of teaching supernatural realities by likening
them to known phenomena. Books were compiled as aids to
preachers in finding apt similitudes. One such volume which
according to Harry Caplan, was recommended to the cleric

is "A Book of Similitudes, the Summa de_exemplis et rerum

sinilitudinibus libris decem constans {(ca. 1390) of Joannes

Gorinus of San Gemignano, which supplies the preacher with
every kind of material for moralistic comparison."47 A
copy of this work, printed in 1499, may be found among the

incunabula at the Library of Congress.48 A glance at the

L7 "Classical Rhetoric and the Mediaeval Theory of
Preaching" in Historical Studies of Rhetoric and [Rhetoriciang
ed. Raymond F. Howes, lthaca, Cornell U. Press, 1961, D. 83.

48 Hain No. 754L7.
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titles of the subdivisions of this work indicates that its
emphasis on natural science takes precedence over the moral
theology it is intended to illustrate.
I. De celo & elementis
IT. De metallis & lapidibus
III. De vegetabilibus & Plantis
IV. De natatilibus & volatilibus
V. De animalibus terrestribus
VI. De homine & membris eius
VII. De visionibus & sonnus
VIII. De canonibus & legibus
IX, De artificibus & rebus artificialibus
X. De actibus & moribus humanis
The kind of similitude found in this book appears in
profusion in the extant sermons of preachers contemporary
with Chaucer. And so naturally do he and Langland incor-
porate such similitudes into their writings that, except for
the differences of meter, it would be difficult to determine

which of the following excerpts came from Piers Plowman

and which from pulpit or pilgrim.

"Ac yvet I am in a were . what charite is to mene."
Tt is a ful trye tree,™ quod he . "trewly to telle.
Mercy is be more ber-of . pe myddel stokke is reuthe,
be leues ben lele wordes . be lawe of holycherche,
be blosmes beth boxome speche . and benygne lokynge;
Pacience hatte be pure tre . and pore symple of herte,
And so, borw god and borw good men . growthe be frute
charite.” = (P.P., B. XVI. 3-9)49

Pride may_well be lykened . . . vn-to pe fallynge evill
Lepilepsx7. FPor who-so is in bat sekenes, he leses all
is witt; and he hath no knolache of no binge; and
perfore he reche not whebure bat he fall in fyre or

49 Langland's Vision of Piers Plowman, ed. W. W.
Skeatéé Text B, London, Oxford (E.E.T.3. No. 38), 1869,
p. 286G,
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watere. Likewyse a proude man hath no knolage, fog
he knowip not God ne is ney bore ne hymselfe . . .-0
And Salomon seith that 'he that entremetteth hym of
the noyse of strif of another man is lyk to hym that
taketh an hound by the eris.' For right as he that
taketh a straunge hound by the eris is outherwhile
biten with the hound, right in the same wise is it
resoun that he have harm that by his impatience med-
leth hym of the noyse of another man, wheras it
aperteneth nat unto hym. (Mel. 1542-3)

Modern prejudice against "didactism” in literature
may cause readers at times to look condescendingly upon
medieval man's "allegorizing tendencies" when they see that
the same type of similitude found in homiletic works per-
meates books presumably read for pleasure, such as lapid-
aries and bestiaries. The ease with which the early writers
referred all their observations to moral truth indicates
that for them, such transfer of thought was not something
artificial, but rather the natural outgrowth of looking upon
God's creation as a reflection of His own beauty and good-
ness. From the Psalmist who sang, "The heavens show forth
the goodness of God, and the firmament proclaimeth the work
of his hands," to Gerard Manley Hopkins who echoed his

thought, "The world is charged with the grandeur of God,"

there have always been men with a sacramental view of nature

50 Middle English Sermons, Edited from British
Museum MS. Royal 16B. ¥xiii by Woodburn O. Ross; London,
Oxford University Press (E.E.T.S. 0.S. 209), 1940, p. 69.

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES



UNIVERSITE POTTAWA . ECOLE DES GRADUES

SIMILES AND THE LITERARY TRADITION 39

such a view seems to have been the prevalent one in the age
of Chaucer. What could be more natural than to draw lessons
of marital fidelity from the turtle-dove, of spiritual re-
newal from watching ecdysis in the serpent?

But although the pulpit overflowed, as it were, into
the lapidaries and bestiaries, its influence is conspicuously
absent in the liturgical dramas. Examination of the plays
in the Towneley cycle, for example, reveals no tendency to
sermonize by similitude. Actually the only similes that
occur with frequency are the short comparisons characteristie¢
of colloquial style in prose and conventional forms in verse
Obviously, some derive from the original texts in Holy Scripg
ture, as for example, in Jacob's speech:

Thou hete me, Lord, to do well with me
to multyplye my seede as sand of see;5i

but most of them are merely stock expressions, clichés even
in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries: 'brighter then
is the sun," "tatyrd as a foyll /fool/,™ "hevy as leyde,"
"right as a wall," "styll as ston," "as clene as cristall
clyfe," "light as lynde," "brighter than sun or moon," "as
blossom bright on bogh," "bright as fyre,” "stabyll as any
steyll," "more fresh then floure de lyce,"” "as cleyn . . .

as puryd syluer or shynand glas,"” '"styll as stone in wall,"

51 George BEngland, ed., London, Oxford (E.E.T.S.), 1897
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"standys vp lyke a mast," "fare as floure in feylde," Mas
whyte as snaw," "light as leylfe on tre,"” "as a lam meke,"
"swetter than med,'" "prowde as pacok,! "harde as stele,"
"dark as nyght,'" "sharper than thorns," "sharp as a spere,"
"hy as a clowde," "stynke as dog in Dyke."52 Occasionally
one speech will include a series ol rapid comparisons to de-

scribe a person (a device reminiscent of the descriptio

found in discussions of rhetoric), as for example:

For, as euer rede I pystyll, I have oone to my fere

As sharp as thystyll, as rugh as a brere;

She 1s browyd lyke a brystyll, with a sowre~loten chere;

Had she oones wett hyr whystyll, she couth syng full
clere

Her Paternoster.

She is greatt as a whall,

She has a galon of gall;

By hym that dyed for vs all,

I wald I had ryn to I had lost hir 193

In the Towneley plays the examples of extended com~
parison are few and far between, occurring only in the
speeches of the more loquacious characters. The following
simile is from a speech by Pilate:

ffor like as on both sydys the Iren the hamer makith
playn,
So do I, that the law has here in my kepyng;

The right side to socoure, certys, I am full bayn,
If T may get therby a vantage or synyng;

52 All comparisons here listed are from the above
edition.

53 A, C. Cawley, ed., The Wakefield Pageants in_ the
Towneley Cycle, O0ld and Middle English Texts, G. L. Brook,

General Editor, Manchester University Iress, 1958,
Secunda Pastorum, 100-8, p. 46-7.
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Then to the fals parte I turne me agayn,
ffor I se more Vayll will to me be risyng;
Thus euery man to drede me shal be full fayn,

And all faynt of thare fayth to me be obeying.ok

In the play Thomas of India of the same cycle, Paul remarks

of woman:

Till an appyl she is lyke--
Withoutten faill ther is none slyke--
In horde ther it lyse,
But if a man assay it wittely,
It is full roten inwardly
At the colke within;

Anyone faniliar with the antifeminist bias of some preachers

of the Middle Ages might well suspect the source of the

above quotation.

Not only in liturgical drama but also in secular
lyric the characteristic type of simile is the brief compari;

son rather than the extended similitude. Even when the se-

rious lyric gave way to the cynical verse of the kind
represented by Jean de Meung's part of the Romaw this
of poetic diction continued to prevail. Occasionally
like Ilachaut used a particularly vivid simile; direct
rowings from him by Chaucer will be noted later. But

general, Chaucer in his fast-moving narratives merely

ted colloquial conventions and used metaphorical comparisons

as did his predecessors and contemporaries.

54 XXII, The Scoumrging, 14-21, ed. England, p. 243.

55 XYXVIII, 38-43, ed. England, p. 338.
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CHAPTER III
CHAUCER'S USE OF SIMILE--EARLIEST WORKS
l. General Remarks,

John Speirs is one of the few modern critics to de-
vote considerable attention to Chaucer's use of simile.

Darly in his book Chaucer the Makerloccurs a passage espe-

cially pertinent to this study. Although Speirs suggests
that the reader accustomed to the complexities of Shake-
spearean metaphor and that of other Elizabethan dramatists
may at first be disconcerted upon approaching Chaucer's
poetry, he maintains that "Chaucer's phrases have an im~
mediacy and vividness of image unmatched outside Shakespearew
Speirs then probes the question of differences between the
approaches of the two masters.

+ « « Chaucer's phrases appear almost disconcertingly
simple and direct to a reader accustomed to the com~
plexities, the encrustations of meaning involved in
Shakespearean metaphor. Shakespeare's metaphors take
effect instantaneously, but there is characteristical-
ly a remarkable complexity of meaning involved in them.
Similes, not metaphors, are what are characteristic of
Chaucer . . . and they lucidly promote the visualiza-
tion essential to allegorical vision. For Chaucer's
poetry may be understood as growing out of allegory.
It grows well beyond allegory in the human comedy of
Troilus and Crisevde and the Canterbury Tales. Never-
theless, we will not understand the art and vision of
the Chaucerian poetry of the human comedy unless we

1 London, Faber and Faber, 1951, p. 25.
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understand that it has developed without any absolute

break from allegory. It would be easy to be de-

ceived into supposing that no profundities of mean-

ing comparable to the Shakespearean are concealed

within the crystal transparency of the Chaucerian

phrases. If (as Mr. Wilson Knight has said) a

Shakespearean play may be regarded as an 'expanded

metaphor'!, a medieval allegorical poem may perhaps

be regarded as an ‘'expanded simile.'?
Several ideas, explicitly or implicitly contained, emerge
from this long quotation, directing attention to areas which
must be explored in any discussion of Chaucer's similes.
First, acceptance of Chaucer's simplicity as one of his most
artistic features erects a caution against searching unduly
for ambiguity in the modern wvein. However, although Chau-
cer's diction is lueid, it is not pedestrian; instinctively
one senses that his artistry conceals art and challenges him
to analyze, if possible, how such deep significance can
energe from his uncomplicated diction. As Speirs observes
a little later, "Chaucer has the faculty of seeming more
simple than he is.,m3

Secondly, if the simile is "characteristic™ of

Chaucer, it might be assumed that this figure of speech

would occupy a noticeable place throughout his work. Yet,

strangely enough, long passages may be found in which

2 Ibid., p. 25-6.
3 Ibid., p. 26.
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relatively few similes appear--and these few are often of the
most trite and commonplace variety. Editors'! notes reveal
that most of the more extended similes are borrowed, either
directly from the source material of the work at hand, or
indirectly from Chaucer's favorite authors. Yet, paradoxi-
cally, all readers of Chaucer recognize that the use of
simile is one of his strong points.

Thirdly, Speirs takes for granted, as do all other
critics, that there was growth in Chaucer, that one can to
a certain extent trace his maturation as a writer. This
movement towards excellence may be seen in microcosm by
isolating for study Chaucer's use of simile. In this rela-
tively small area, it is possible to see the validity of
Muscatine's now well accepted thesis¥ that Chaucer never
outgrew French influence, even as he added to his experience
contact with Italian writings, and as he reached the height

of his powers in the most artistic of the Canterbury Tales.

To trace this growth in an orderly way, Chaucer's works will
be discussed according to the general chronological divisions
indicated by Robinson,5 although of course it is impossible
to assign exact dates to the various works. A chapter will
be devoted to each of Robinson's first three divisions; the

final chapter will discuss the remaining Canterbury Tales.

4 Charles Muscatine, Chaucer and the French Tradi-
tion, Berkeley, U. of California rress, 1960.

5 Robinson, Works, p. xxix.
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Each work will be separately discussed, but the similes oc-
curring in each will be grouped according to the distinctive
patterns which emerge. Citations from predecessors or con-
temporaries will not generally be offered as "sources'; often
they will merely indicate occurrences of material belonging
to the "community® of the Middle Ages. Obviously there will
be some instances in which the simile used by Chaucer is
directly traceable to the basic source material. But a great
deal of Chaucer's originality may be seen in the judicious
selections he made when deciding how much material to borrow
and how much to re-formulate.

Lastly, Speirs! statement that Chaucerian poetry
"has developed without any absolute break from allegory" pro-
vides a clue to the difficulty encountered in trying to make
a definitive list of Chaucer's similes. Ordinary definitions
of this figure call for explicit comparison of two disparate
things, usually expressed by a word such as like or as. In
Chaucer's case, however, there are passages which function un
mistakably as simile but lack the usual marks of recognition.
Simile, example, analogy, parable--all partake of the same
function, and Chaucer lets them overlap freely. Thus in
several instances passages will be discussgd which could not
strictly speaking be categorized as simile, but which create
such a strong sense of this figure that their omission would

be culpable. For the writer of allegory must "promote . . .
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visualization" if he wishes to communicate his deeper meaning
he need not scruple in manipulating the colors of rhetoric in
hybrid ways. Speirs warns against seeing Chaucer's progress
as one "from allegory to realism."® The two are not incom-

patible if we may judge from the example of Piers Plowman.

Thus Speirs summarizes his argument:

Underneath Chaucer's presentation, almost dramatiza- |
tion, of the human comedy remain the mediaeval
allegorical and moral patterns. The poems gain in
profundity and variety from the mutual enrichment
of these multiplex layers of meaning, though the
Chaucerian phrase in itself is to the end remar%-
able for its crystalline and limpid simplicity.

2. Chaucer's Earliest Works.

Under the heading "Before 1372" Robinson lists the
following works of Chaucer:

The ABC (if composed for the Duchess Blanche); The
Book of the Duchess (1369-70); and probably some
of thg early lyrics and complaints of the French
type.

Only the first two items will here be considered, as the
formal lyrics contribute nothing significant to the study of
Chaucer's similes. However, before examining even the ABC,
it is necessary to focus attention upon the French work
which Chaucer claims to have translated, whether the version

extant be even partially his or not. For the Roman de la

6 Speirs, Op. Cit., p. 26.
7 Idem.
8 Robinson, Works, p. xxix.
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Rose exerted a formative influence on Chaucer and left its
traces on his composition throughout his lifetime. This
influence may clearly be seen in the use Chaucer makesof
simile as it appears in the Roman, both in letter and in
spirit. Indeed the temptation is to over-simplify and at-
tribute too much of Chaucer's diction to this important work
However, Dean Spruill Fansler,9 who is apparently the fore-
most authority on the extent of the influence of the Roman
on Chaucer, warns repeatedly against facile attribution in
view of the sundry sources repeating the same commonplace
phrases. Chaucer's debt to the Roman may be seen less in
the copying of expressions than in their incorporation into
the stream of his poetry. Fansler's observations in this

regard deserve consideration,
Guillaume de Lorris seems to have been fond of short
similes used descriptively. These are seldom more than
a half-line in length. Very rarely, indeed, does
either he or Jean de Meung employ the extended com-
parison which later was so characteristic of Dante.
By Chaucer's day many similes had become stereotyped
and so commonplace as to have lost almost all sugges-
tiveness. Their use was subconscious, so to speak;
at any rate, we may consider it as a stylistic trait,
because such similes were thrown in to fill out a
line or to carry forward a narrative or descriptive
passage. Often, however, they only marked time:
they were chiefly used, at least bX Chaucer, I think
we may say, as literary "padding."lO

9 Chaucer and the Roman de la Rose, Columbia U.
Studies in English and Comparative Literature, Vol. 8, New

York, Columbia University Press, 10ik.
10 Ibid., p. 86.
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Thus it will be unnecessary to give more than passing atten-
tion to the numerous short similes of this kind which occur
in all of Chaucer's works, except where it appears that he
manipulated even these stock expressions for artistic pur-

poses.

3. M"Picturesque Negation."
One particular type of short simile examined by

Fansler is of special importance to the student of Chaucer--
\;l\\ L L\’\
that this he calls '"picturesque negation.”" He explains the

figure in this way:

By pieturesque negation, or "gemeinschaftliche
ausdriicke der geringschatzung," as Koeppel (Anglia,
XIV, p. 262 ff.) calls it, is meant the undervalua-
tion of some person, thing, attribute or quality,
by means of a reductio ad absurdum comparison with
a common, well-known object of little worth; as,
"Swich talking is nat worth a boterflye" (B. 3980).
This form of phraseology is said to have been intro-
duced into Early Middle English from the French; it
is fairly common in Latin and Middle High German,
but does not appear to have been used in 0ld English.
Chaucer secems to have been fond of such expressions,
for they occur no less than sixty-five times through-
out his work, and the comparisons are drawn from more
than a score of different objects.tl

In a note Fansler prints a complete list of the
terms used in Chaucer's picturesque negations and their

exact location.l? Analysis of Fansler's list reveals that

11 Ibid., p. 74=5.
12 Ibid., p. 75.
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Chaucer used some twenty-four separate objects of comparison

with varying degrees of frequenecy.

mite 10 gnat 3 cress 1 jane 1
bean 8 haw 3 oyster 1 mote 1
straw 8 hen 2 corn 1 rush 1
fly 5 butterfly 2 groat 1 shoe 1
leek 4 bean-straw 1 hat 1 tord 1
tare b rake-handle 1 hay 1 while 1

Out of the sixty-five occurrences of this kind of phrase in
Chaucer, there are only six cases in which the word of com-
parison occurs in such a position that it is not needed for
rime; two other cases (both 'mot worth a stree™) ocecur in
prose passages. The characters who most often resort to
this kind of phrase are Pandarus (seven times, using phe

words hat, haw, mite, fecches, groat, gnat, and bean),

the Wife of Bath (six times: gnat, leek, haw, shoe, rake-

handle, hen), the Merchant (six times: bean (2), leek,

straw, hat, butterfly), and the Host (five times: mite,

tord, bean, butterfly, hav).

It is at first surprising to see that statistically

the sorrowing knight in the Book of the Duchess follows

close behind these four cynical and outspoken characters.
But although he uses the figure four times, his word of com~
parison is always stree; in this early period Chaucer had
barely begun to experiment with the possibilities of varia-

tion. In the Hous of Fame, Dido's complaint avails her

mot a stree" and the fifth group of suitors before the

goddess Fame insist that they desire only the joys of

UNIVERSITY OF OTTAWA .. SCHOOL OF GRADUATE STUDIES




UNIVERSITE DOTTAWA -~ ECOLE DES GRADUES

CHAUCER'S USE OF SIMILE--EARLIEST WORKS 50

contemplation, but for fame they give ™ot a leek." "Merci-
less Beauty," a roundel assigned to Chaucer's early period
(although listed by Robinson as "of doubtfui authorship")
uses the expression "not worth a bene" twice, but both in-
stances are accounted for by the exacting demands of the
rime scheme.

During the period of Italian influence, Chaucer
seems to become increasingly aware of the flexibility of

this figure of speech. Although the Parliament of Fowls

employs it only once (in the remark of the goose: WAL thys

nys not worth a flye') and the Knight's Tale only twice

both times in the speech of Arcite), the Troilus and Crisevde

contains many examples. HNone occur in the first two books,
but with the argumentations and protestations of Book III
the pattern is set. Thirteen such phrases occur in Books
11T, IV, and V. Surprisingly, only one example is found in

the Legend of Good Women, and this in a form of expression

used only three times altogether by Chaucer: the wall sepa-
rating Pyramus and Thisbe is described as "deere ynogh a
mite."

No especially striking patterns emerge from the

scattered use of picturesque negation in the Canterbury Tales

Almost always used for rime, the term of comparison is

usually bean, straw, mite, fly, or leek, depending on the

demands of the sound structure of the couplet rather than
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meaning. A few unique comparisons are made: the Wife of

Bath is the only speaker to invoke a rake handle (M.E. rake-
stele); the Clerk is the only user of the term jane, meaning
a small Genoese coin. Only the host descends into vulgarity
far enough to use the word tord for picturesque negation, andj
he does so in trying to find adequate reproof for Chaucer's

rerpetration of the parody Sir Thopas. But the only pilgrims_

who bypass the figure completely are the friar, the physician
the squire, and the prioress; some of the others use it only
when assuming the voice of a character within a tale.

Fansler makes an interesting observation in regard
to Chaucer's use of picturesque negation:

In spite of the fact that this device of emphatic
undervaluation was frequently used in France (other
than in the Roman de la Rose) and in Ingland, be-
fore Chaucer's day, 1 cannot help thinking that the
English poet's predilection for this trick of dic-
tion came from his reading of Jean de Meung; for by
no other two writers is it so frequently used as by
Chaucer and the author of the second part of the
Roman de la Rose. I do not mean to say that the
phrases were translated directly out of the French
poem; such copying would be unnecessary. For, once
a writer had the idea, he could ring all the changes
of both verb and noun. So it was with Chaucer. All
he needed, I should sdy, was a literary sanction of
the usage (if, indeed, he would stani on ceremony),
and he found authority in the Roman. 3

Of the twenty-five objects which Jean de Meung used for

forty-six comparisons of this sort and the one used by

13 Fansler, Op. Cit., p. 76-7.
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Guillaume de Lorris, only five have been found '"common to
Chaucer and the two French poets." Thus the influence
exerted by Jean de Meung upon Chaucer seems to have been one
of method rather than of subject matter.

Although picturesque negation is pertinent to a dis-
cussion of simile because in spirit it represents the
counterpart to metaphorical comparison depending upon hyper-
bole, it is not significant enough in any individual case to
warrant further investigation in this study. Thus no mention
will be made of examples of this type of simile occurring in

the individual works.
L. The ABC.

Because the ABC is a translation of a portion of

Deguilleville's Pélérinage de la Vie Humaine, it should not,
strictly speaking, be discussed among Chaucer's original
writings. In it only one simile occurs, an expression so
solidly anchored in the Christian tradition that it scarcely
seems like a figurative expression.

Right soo thi Sone list, as a lamb, to deye. (172)
Even when St. John the Baptist used the expression "the
lamb of God," it seems that he was fullyunderstood; neither
by Chaucer's day nor ours can the signification be said to

have lost its impact, representing as it does an impenetrable
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mystery. DBut verbally considered, it was and is a common-
place. Langland used a more alliterative form of the same
expression when he wrote:

He is as lough as a lomb & loueliche of speche.
(P. P., A, VI. LO)

Perhaps the most significant feature to be noted here in re-

gard to the ABC is that, unlike the Roman de la Rose, it

contains only one simile; thus it is seen that the French
models which helped to form Chaucer as a writer differed

widely in their employment of simile.

5. The Book of the Duchess.

The similes occurring in the Book of the Duchess,

Chaucer's first significant work, will be considered under
the following classifications: 1) stock comparisons;

2) literal comparisons with some degree of imaginative
quality; 3) comparisons bordering upon example; and L)
similes of a more extended variety.

The expressions "cold as stone™ (123) and "dead as
stone™ (1300) are completely traditional; "true as any bond"
is a little less usual, the conventional term of comparison
being generally steel. The description of the beloved one's
throat which "Semed a round tour of yvoyre™ (946) is simply
a transfer of imagery from the Canticle of Canticles (7:4),

not unusual in the erotic poetry of the Middle Ages.
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Three comparisons rise a little above the realm of

cliché by their form of statement.

This cave /that of Morpheus/ was also as derk
As helle~pit overal aboute. (170-1)

Although at first glance this may seem to be a Dantean
simile, Theodore Spencerllk has convincingly demonstrated
that the concepts here represented, as well as most of those
concerning hell, belonged to popular medieval literature, a
heritage shared by Dante and Chaucer. The darkness of hell

as it appeared to Drihthelm (Ecclesiastical History, V, 12)

when he approached it from purgatory is cited by Spencer as
a typical example:
I/ saw the place begin to grow dusk and filled with
darkness. When I came into it, the darkness, by
" degrees, grew so thick that I could see nothing
besides it and the shape and garment of him that led
me .15
Similarly, the idea of an afterlife as a pit (or "put")
stems from Hebraic times:

But yet thou shalt be brought down to hell, into
the depth of the pit. (Is. 14:15)

and becomes firmly entrenched in the medieval tradition.

According to Spencer, there is a passage of twenty lines in

14 "Chaucer's Hell: A Study in lMediaeval Conventionf
Speculum, Vol. 2 (April, 1927), 177-200. Chaucer's concep~
tion of hell, according to Spencer, "far from being largely
Dantesque, or, indeed, borrowed from any individual writer
is, with one or two trifling exceptions, entirely dependent
on the convention of infernal description which was preva-~
lent in Chaucer's day." (p. 177)

15 Quoted by Spencer, Ibid., p. 189.
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St. Patrick's Purgatory in which hell is spoken of eight

times as a "put."l® 1In La Vision de Tundale too the pro-

tagonist sees hell as a pit with Satan at the bottom.17

The second imaginative comparison occurs in the
description of a flowery countryside viewed by the dreamer
before he discovers the sorrowing knight:

For both Flora and Zephirus,

They two that make floures growe,

Had mad her dwellynge ther, I trowe;
For hit was, on to beholde,

As thogh the erthe envye wolde

To be gayer than the heven,

To have moo floures, swiche seven,

As in the welken sterres bee. (402-9)

In his notes Skeat has suggested comparison of these lines
with two passages from the Roman:

Zephirus et Flora, sa fame,

Qui des flors est deesse et dame,

Cil dui font les floretes nestre . . .(8449~51)

Les floretes i fait parair

E cum estoiles flanbosier,

Et les herbetes verdoier 18

Zephirus, quant sur mer chevauche. (5962-5)

The third example, commonplace in form, causes the

reader to focus his attention upon a paradox:

To gete her love no ner nas he
That woned at hom, than he in Ynde; (888-9)

16 Ipbid., p. 18L.
17 Idem.

55

18 W. W. Skeat, Oxford Chaucer, 6 vols. and Supple-
ment, Oxford, 1894-97, VoI. I, P. L7L. Subsequent references

to this work will be cited "Skeat, Vol., p. ¥
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The double meaning of the word near emerges; spatial proxi-
mity may not, and in this case, does not, insure accessibi-
lity to the beloved one.

The third type of comparison, bordering upon example,

is used extensively in both the Roman de la Rose and in the

poems of Machaut; Chaucer was accustomed to appreciating the
associlative power of simile. Instead of trying to erect a
verbal superlative, the writer could simply point to some
character in history, mythology, or other literature and
affirm that his character's quality or plight exceeded that
of the exemplar. Thus the sorrowing knight says of himself:

This ys my peyne wythoute red,

Alway deynge and be not ded,

That Cesiphus, that lyeth in helle,

IMay not of more sorwe telle. (587-90)
Chaucer's words, according to both Skeat and Robinson, apply

less to Cesiphus, or Sisyphus (mentioned along w