RED Activity 1: Chaucer’s Readers

Earliest reference
· To a 1598 Speght edition of Chaucer’s works with manuscript notes (marginalia) by Gabriel Harvey, the presumed owner of the book
· Harvey was born in 1545 and is listed as a professional/academic/merchant/farmer, his profession being that of writer
· Harvey is listed as owning many other works including Greek and Roman history, philosophy and rhetoric (Cicero, Livy, Aristotle); grammars in languages including Italian, Spanish and French; medical texts; mathematical works; and various treatises such as The Art of Riding and The Art of Warre
· From the books he owned we can infer that Harvey was educated, cultured and had a wide variety of interests. Also that he had sufficient income/wealth to be able to afford to purchase a significant number of books. 


Famous historical persons reading Chaucer
· Aristocratic readers: Anne Clifford, Countess of Dorset, Pembroke and Montgomery; Lady Charlotte Guest (later Schreiber)
· Anne Clifford is listed as having read ‘much’ Chaucer, suggesting she enjoyed it
· Lady Charlotte Schreiber describes Chaucer as refreshing when feeling ‘depressed and ill’
· Gentry readers (in this case all themselves authors): Mary Godwin (later Mary Shelley); Percy Bysshe Shelley; Joseph Conrad
· Chaucer (specifically Troilus and Criseyde) is read aloud in the evening by Percy Bysshe Shelley to Mary, the material might therefore be considered relaxing/enjoyable/stimulating
· Conrad declared himself ‘not English enough’ to properly appreciate Chaucer (evidence suggests it was the Canterbury Tales he was reading) and also ‘generally insensible to verse’; the tone perhaps suggests he does not feel the fault entirely lies with him
· Professional readers: Dame Freya Stark; Dorothy Wordsworth and her family (including William Wordsworth); George Eliot (Mary Ann Cross); Robert Louis Stevenson; Virginia Woolf; Alfred Tennyson; Robert Southey; Oscar Wilde; C. S. Lewis
· Dame Freya Stark read Chaucer with ‘almost intolerable enthusiasm’
· Dorothy Wordsworth read or listened to Chaucer with ‘exquisite delight’ and particularly enjoyed the illustrations to Canterbury Tales; Chaucer must have been well-liked as he appears frequently and across a number of years in her journals
· Eliot read Chaucer at the age of sixteen to ‘study English’ but is also recorded as reading it in her thirties, perhaps for enjoyment this time?
· Chaucer, who she enjoyed, was acting as palate cleanser for Woolf; she chose to read him on the one free evening of the week she had and therefore must have found him relaxing or worth the devotion of rare leisure time
· A passage from ‘The Knight’s Tale’ was one of Tennyson’s favourites in literature
· Southey appears to have found Chaucer’s allegedly repeated references to the ‘ribible’ confusing and dismisses his work[footnoteRef:1] [1:  The ‘ribible’ is a three-stringed instrument similar to a violin.] 

· Wilde selected Canterbury Tales as reading material which he read repeatedly whilst imprisoned
· C. S. Lewis initially said of ‘The Knight’s Tale’ and ‘The Prologue’ that he ‘adored them’, but found most of the rest of Chaucer ‘disappointing’, full of ‘garrulity and coarseness’ and lacking the ‘romantic charm’ that appealed to him (Lewis) in other medieval works such as Le Morte D’Arthur or Sir Gawain and the Green Knight; he does note that there are a few exceptions to this, one of which is the dream poem ‘The House of Fame’


Artisans/servant/labourers

No servants or agricultural labourers are listed as reading Chaucer, but three non-agricultural labourers and two clerk/tradesmen/artisan/smallholders are recorded.

G.A.W. Tomlinson
· Collier (miner) living and working in Nottinghamshire
· Born in 1906
· Recorded as reading Canterbury Tales
· Also listed as reading the essays of Lamb, ‘The Ballad of Reading Gaol’, Goldsmith’s The Deserted Village and ‘anything that [he] could manage to get hold of’
· Was involved in the 1926 miner’s strike, when he is recorded as having read Tennyson’s ‘The Charge of the Light Brigade’ 
· Tomlinson went on to write about his experiences as a miner in Coalminer 


Insights
· Clear that for many readers Chaucer was read aloud (to another person/people in the evening, on a social visit as a form of entertainment); recommendations were in fact made (to Conrad for example) that Chaucer be read aloud even when alone 
· Reading Chaucer seems to be viewed as a ‘comfortable’ experience rather than demanding[footnoteRef:2] [2:  The word ‘comfortably’ appears several times in Dorothy Wordsworth’s journals in reference to reading Chaucer by the fireside. ] 

· Canterbury Tales appears to be by far the most popular of Chaucer’s works and received repeated readings
· Many of Chaucer’s famous historical readers were themselves authors; he is much less recorded as being read by other famous historical figures. His works were a subject of discussion in literary circles
· Interestingly Chaucer appears to have been read in Quaker circles
· It is clear that whilst artisans, tradesmen, servants and labourers may have read Chaucer (and there are records that non-agricultural labourers and artisans/tradesmen did so), they either did so in smaller numbers or RED has fewer records for them. Accessibility to printed material such as Chaucer might have been a limiting factor as well as education, but perhaps the discrepancy is partially explained by a lack of written record of such reading. Much evidence for reading habits amongst other social classes or professions is in the form of journals; perhaps journaling was less widely spread amongst workers (for material reasons or time constraints) or perhaps the written thoughts and memories of the working class were less automatically preserved than those of poets and authors.
