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"The fable in general, and the beast-fable
in particular, are among the very oldest and most
universal of the known forms of literature."

A

fresh and special development of it took place
about the twelfth century, or earlier, somewhere
in the central part of the northern coast district
of the old Frankish empire, and made such an appeal
to the imagination of the people that the bulk is
very great, especially in tne French forms, which,
taken all together, amount to about one hundred
3
thousand lines.
Marie de France, an Anglo-Norman poetess
writing about 1150 to 1175, revived and trans
formed the fable and perfected the beast-epic,

1. George Saintsbury, The Flourishing of
Romance and the Rise of Allegory, New York, Charles
Scribner's Sons, 1897, II 289.
2.

Idem.
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giving the name Ysonet to her collection of
Aesop1s fables.

In the thirteenth century there

was an Ysooet de Lyon.
The story of Reynard the Fox, a satirical
beast epic of the Middle Ages, made up of branches
of various epochs and by various authors during
several centuries beginning witn the twelfth,
versions of which have appeared in French, German,
Flemish, and English, was one of tne most popular
2
and most characteristic of the time.
The first poem on the subject is the Reinardus
Vulpes of a Flemish priest, Vivardus of Ghent,
written about 1148; the first French version of
the aatire is lost, but traces of it are to be
found in the later Roman de Renart; the first
German version dates about 1130.

Caxton* s trans

lation, which was made from the Low German, pro
bably that of Gerard Leen (1479), was printed at
3
Westminster in 1481.

1.
Lewis Suence, Dictionary of Medieval Rom
ance and Romance'Writers, London, George Routledge
and Son's," New York, E. 'T. Dutton and Co., 1913,
p. 238.
3.
Saintsbury, on. cit., p. 285—299; William
Henry Schofield, English Literature From the Norman
Conauest to Chaucer, New York, Macmillan Co., 1906,
p. 333-334.
_3
3.

Sppnnfi, np. cit.. p. 313-314.

While parts of the Reynard doubt
less go back to the twelfth century, the
body of the work (arranged in 'branches')
was composed after 1200 — a time when
Courtly idealism was disintegrating and
bourgeois irony scored its first vic
tories. 1
Jf. •

Among the later developments of these works are
found: Le Oouronnement de Renard. written in Flanders
about 1260; Renard le Nouvel by Jacquemard Gelee of
Lille, at the close of the thirteenth century; Renard
le Bestourne by Rutebeuf; Renard le Contrefait by
2
an unknown poet of the thirteenth century.
After enumerating these titles, the authors
of the French history add:
All these works show how popular
this form of satirical allegory became
in the later Middle Ages. It afforded
an opportunity to speak plainly, and it
stimulated the French love of ridicule. 3
Although fables were so highly developed and
extensively cultivated on the continent, in England
they were given but little treatment in any of-the1
2

1. William A. Nitze and E. Preston Dargan, A
History of French Literature From the Earliest
Times to the Present, New York, Henry Holt & Co.,
1922-1927, p. G4.
2. Saintsbury, A Short History of French
Literature. Oxford, Clarendon Press, 1882, p.
52-57; Nitze and Dargan, op. cit. . p. 66.
3*

Ibid.. p. 65.

1
current languages.

Ker remarks that there seems

to he no reason except accident, for the way in
which English writers in those times neglected the
French comic literature of the twelfth century.
The Vox and Wolf is probably tne earliest work of
its kind in' English.

The writer of this story, who

"borrowed his subject matter from a branch of the
Roman de Renart, was one of the greatest of Chaucer's
------------------------------------- ---

3

English forerunners.
Our poet was Chaucer's predecessor
not only as a master of the art of story
telling, but because he was the only one
known to us before Chaucer who worked in
the English language upon a theme from
the animal-saga. Latin fables in prose
or verse, plainly showing the partial in
fluences of tne French animal-epos, are
more frequent in English manuscripts of
the time. 4

1. John E. Wells, A Manual of the Writings
in Middle ¿nglish, New Haven, Conn., The uonn.
Academy of Arts and Science, Yale Uni. Press,
1926, p. 183.
2. Medieval English Literature, New York,
Henry Holt & Co., The Home University Library,
p. 167.
3. A. R. Waller, "Later Transition English"
Cambridge History of English Literature,, New 1ora,
G. P. Putman's Sons, I, 4uy.4
4. Bernard ten Brink, Early English Litera
ture (to Wyclif,) New York, Henry Holt & Co7, 1883II, part I, 258.
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Wells says: Tiie Fox and the Wolf is,
with Chaucer' s Nun» s Priest's Tale,
the only survival in Middle English
up to the latter part of the fifteenth
century, of the animal story told for
its own sake..... The piece is a worthy
predecessor of the Hun’s Priest's Tale. 1
It was natural, then, for Chaucer, when he
was selecting stories for nis great work, to in
clude one of a type that had been a favorite for
several centuries, and it was also natural that
he should go to that source that had been tne in
spiration for so much literature, the old story of
Reynard the Fox.

The story of the cock and the fox

used by Chaucer in the Honne Preestes Tale is found
in the French Roman de Renart and in the German
Reinhart Fuchs, but the immediate source is not
accessible.

Miss Peterson has shown it to be pro

bably a version of the Reynard closer to tne Rsin^
hart Fuchs than to the Roman, since it represents
about the same stage in the development of the
story —

a simpler stage than tnat ox tne jjrench.

Chaucer's original, therefore, seems
to have been a version of tne epic story
was very similar to the original1

1.

O p . cit., p. 183-184.

the Reinhart Fuchs, but which, at the
same time, treated certain abridgments of
the present Reinhart Fucns version with
the greater fullness that is found in
the Renart account. 1

Of

Frencn says tnat Scholars have generally
accepted Miss Petersen's theory, #iich seems to be
a sound one, founded on a detailed and careful

2
comparison of the originals.
In regard to the references to dreams, Miss
Petersen gives tne following sources:
It seems reasonable to conclude
that Chaucer took his account of the
cause of dreams from Holkot's discus
sion which goes back, in part, to Albertus Magnus ana to Aristotle, and
that he knew Holkot's quotation cu
the two dream stories from Valerius
Maximus. 3
Chaucer's Nonne Preestes Tale is the old story
of the cock and the fox, retold in an original ana
amusing way.

It is a display of the author's keen

wit and satire.

Jack says, "In the story there is

nothing; the matter is in the graniloquence with
which the story is told.1
4
3
*
1. Kate 0. Petersen, On the Sources of the
lionne Prestes Tale, Boston, Radcli£f College
Monographs, No. 10, Ginn & Co. 1898, p. 87.
3.
Robert Dudley French, A Chaucer Handbook ,
New York, F. S. Crofts & Co., 1927, p. 359.
3.

Petersen, op. cit., p. 117.

4. A Commentary on the Poetry of Ohaucej?., Glas
gow, Maclehose, Jackson & Co., 1920, p. 114-11 .

In his hands it (the old story (
becomes not only a triumph of cunning
over vanity and cunning countered by
trickery, but a lively comedy of hus
band and wife and roboer-baron in the
guise of the cock, hen and fox. 1
In speaking of that "tragi-comedy of Reynard
and Ohauntecleer", Ooulton adds that it "shows off
to perfection many of Chaucer's rarest artistic
2
qualities."
The story is that of a proud cock who oecomes
a victim of the fox by listening to his flattery,
but who later frees himself by making the fox
talk when he should have kept silent.

After Daun

Russel has caught Ohauntecleer by having him sing
with his eyes closed, and is carrying him away to
the woods, the captive urges him to speak words
of defiance to his pursuers.

By this counter-

trick Ohauntecleer escapes and flies to a nearby
tree, from which he could not again be enticed.
The incident closes with two proverbs, which are
truly characteristic of Ghaucer, the coc^ saying,1
2

1. George J. Cowling, Ghaucer, New York,
E. P. Dutton & Co., p. 16s>.
2. Chaucer and His England, New York, G. P.
Putnam's Sons, 1908, p. 159.
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For he that winketh, when he sholde see,
Al wilfully, god lat him never theel 1
and the fox answering,
...but god yeve him meschaunce,
That is so undiscreet of governaunce,
Tnat Iangleth wnan he sholde holde his pees. 2
In this fable Chaucer also made use of some old
stories in regard to dreams.

These are used by

Chauntecleer when he is trying to prove to pertelote
that he has had a warning of danger.

She, in her

manner-o f-fact way, attributes his dream to physical

causes and prescribes certain herbs, much to the
annoyance of Cnauntecleer.
Speaking of the Nonne Preestes Tale, Wells says,
The story is a masterpiece in a
kind of writing difficult to do and,
when undertaken, not to overdo — an
exquisite achievement that alone would
make a reputation for a poet. 3
Chaucer was too much the artist to overdo the
humor of this tale and make it merely comic.

He

has skilfully worked out a compact plot with few
incidents, placing the emphasis on the characteri-1
3
2
1. W. W. Skeat, Complete f/orks of Geoffrey
Chaucer, Oxford, the Clarendon Press, 1894, Lines
4621-4622.
2.

Lines 4623—4625.

3.

Op . cit., p. 713.

zation of tne cock and the hen, and weaving all
together in a humorous, mock heroic style that
immediately wins the attention and interest of
tne reader.

Tnese qualities are especially

noted in his comments and digressions.
0 destinee, that mayst nat been eschewedl
Allas, that Chauntecleer fleigh fro the bemesi
Allas, his wyfne roghte nat of drernesl
And on a Friday fil al his meschaunce.
0 Venus, that are goddesse of plesaunce,
Sin that tny servant was this Ohauntecleer,
And in thy service dide al his poweer,
More for delyt, tnat world to multiplye,
Why woldestow suffre him on thy day to dye. 1
Of Chaucer* s genius Oourthope remarks,
In him the epic genius of national
romance reached its culminating point;
he was the last and the greatest repre
sentative in English of tne Medieval art
of story-telling. 2
Spenser, who in the Mother Habberd* s Tale
imitated Chaucer, chose a longer and more complex
3
story also based on the old Reynard epic.1
3
2

1.

Lines 4529-4537.

2. W. J. Oourthope, A History of English
Poetry, London, Macmillan & Co., 1 9 1 1 , I , 297.
3. R. E. Dodge, The Complete poetical Works
of Edmund Spenser, The Cambridge Edition of the
Poets, Boston and New York, Houghton Mifflin Co.,
1908, p. 89.

His Mother Hubberd1s Tale is written
in direct imitation of nis master's style,
and copies even the tricks of phrasing. 1
The chief characters are the Ape and the Fox,
who, becoming dissatisfied with their lot in life,
decide to seek adventure and fortune in a strange
land.

At first they rob and deceive many simple

people, until they are driven from the country.
Then they appear as learned clerks, and later are
admitted into the ranks of the clergy, the Ape
becoming a priest, and the Fox his parish cler^.
1/hen their wickedness is discovered by the people,
they are forced to hasten away by night.
The next object of their ambition is the
Court, where they appear garbed as a gentleman of
fashion and his groom.

Here they are received

and honored for some time, but as always, their
villanies are discovered and they are banished.
Their last adventure is that as King and his
Minister, positions they obtained by stealing the
royal robes and insignia from the Lion while he
slept.

In order that the Ape could be King, he

had to promise that the Fox could be his sole

1. Tudor Jenks, In tne Days of Chaucer,
Hew York, A. S. Barnes & Co., 1904, p. 354.

11
adviser.

Agreeing to this arrangement, the two

entered upon such a career of evil and wickedness
that finally Jove sent Mercury to free the oppressed
subjects, to punish the tyrants, and to place the
rightful ruler hack on his throne.
After a careful study of these pieces it is seen
that there are certain fundamental agreements:

both

are beast fables told to convey a moral; both have
the same general source; both are satires; and both
are told not in the person of the author but by an
other character, the Nonne Preeste and Mother Hubberd.
But one also sees vast differences:

in style —

al

though Spenser professed to be imitating Chaucer —
in literary values, in the attitude of the poets to
wards life, social conditions, and men, and in the
temperament of the authors.
In Chaucer's tale his first purpose seems to be
to amuse the reader; the pointing of a moral is secon
dary.

One notices how casually, yet in keeping with

the character of the priest, he sums up the lesson to
be learned.
Lo, swich it is for to be reccheless
And necligent, and truste on flaterye.
But ye that holden this tale a folye,
As of a fox, or of a cock and hen,
Taketh the moralitee, good men. 11
1.

Lines 4626-4630

On the other hand, Spenser seemed to write
his poem to satirize certain conditions of society
that were distasteful to him and to attack a few
individuals against whom he had personal grievan
ces.

He tried to veil his purpose by pretending

to relate a tale that had been told to him when he
was ill.
Amongst the rest a good old woman was,
Hight Mother Hubberd, who did farre surpas
The rest in honest mirth, that seem'd her well:
The which, for that my sense it greatly pleased,
All were my spirite heavie and diseased,
lie write in terms, as she tne same did say. 1
However, one fails to see much of that "honest
mirth" in the Mother Hubberd1s Tale.

At least it is

not the same sense of mirth that is found in Chaucer,
whose outstanding characteristics is humor.

On this

Schofield remarks.
Nowhere does Spenser reveal a trace of
Chaucer's genial humor. He took himself,
his art, everything, in grave earnest. 3*
3

1.

Lines 33-41.

3. William Henry Schofield, Chivalry in English
Literature. Cambridge, Harvard University Press,
1935, p. 13.

Legouis says, Except gaiety and humour the
fable has all the merits of its genre. 1
Other marked differences are to be seen in the
satire of the two poets.

Chaucer’s satire is not

as evident as is that of Spenser; it is more sly,
subtle —

characteristic of Chaucer; it is tolerant,

sympathetic, understanding, as when he describes
Chauntecleer's being won by the flattery of the Fox.
This Chauntecleer his winges gan to bete,
As man that coude his treasoun nat espye,
So was he ravisshed with his flaterye, 2
He did not condemn or criticise; he merely presented
life as he saw it.
Allas! ye lordes, many a fals flatour
Is in your courtes, and many a losengeour,
That plesen yow wel more, by my feith,
Than he that soothfastnesse unto yow seith. 3
Chaucer, as the true naturalist,
does not sit in judgment. He watches
whatever conduct occurs and reports it
vivaciously, whether man call it good or
bad. Nobody is condemned. The coarse
must be coarse, the refined refined.
That is the way men are made, and so
Chaucer lets them appear. But such1
3
2

1. Spenser. New York, E. P. Dutton & Co..
1925, p. 177.
2.

Lines 4512-4514.

3.

Lines 4515-4518.

natural equality is shocking to Spenser.
.... He is ever applying moral standards,
discriminating tnose desires which ennoble
from those wnich degrade.
In his ideal
world the struggle between good and evil,
beauty and ugliness is incessant. 1
Another critic says: This curious, tolerant,
not in the least cynical, observation and
relish of humanity gave him a power of repre
senting it, which has been rarely surpassed
in any respect e zcept depth. 2
He was too kindhearted, too genial, to be very
caustic or sarcastic in his satire, but he enjoyed
poking good-natured fun at the follies and vanities
of the people about him, especially at the common
weaknesses of all people, and not of a particular
class or particular persons, as did Spenser.
Wommens counseils been ful ofte colde;
Wommannes counseil brought us first to wo,
And made Adam fro Paradys to go,
Ther-as he was ful mery, and wel at ese,
But for I noot, to whom it might displese,
If I counseil of wommen wolde blame
Passe over, for I seyde it in my game.
Rede auctours, where they trete of swich matere,
And what they seyn of wommen ye may here.
This been the cokkes wordes, and not myne;
I can noon harm of no womman divyne. 31
3
2

1. George Herbert Palmer, Formative Types in
English Poetry, Boston and Hew York, Houghton Mifflin
Co., 1918, p. 73-74.
2. George Saintsbury, "Chaucer" The Cambridge
History of English Literature, New York, G. P. Put
nam' s Sons, 1909, II, 319.
3.

Lines 4446-4456,

15
Spenser satirized three classes of society —
the common people, the clergy, the nobility —

be

sides showing his dislike for Lord Burleigh, who
had been an obstacle in the way of his receiving
1
a pension from the Queen.
The attack against this
official is harsh and severe, the last two lines
probably referring to tne pension episode.
But the false Foxe most kindly plaid his part.
For whatsoever Motner wit or a,rte
Ooulde worke, he put in proofe; no practise slie
No counterpoint of cunning policie,
No reach, no breach that might him profit bring,
But he the same did to his purpose wring,
Naught suffered he the Ape to give or graunt,
But through his hands must passe the fiaunt. 2
In lines 829-838 he protested against the same states
man charging him with an utter lack of interest in
letters:
For whenso love of letters did inspire
Their gentle wits, and kindly wise desire,
That chieflie doth each noble minde adorne,
Then he would scoffe at learning, and eke scorne
The sectaries thereof, as people base
And simplemen, which never came in place
Of world's affairs, but, in darke corners mewd
Muttred of matters, ah their bookes them siiewd
Ne other knowledge ever did attaine,
But with their gownes their gravitie maintain.1
2

1. Emile Legouis & Louis Carzamian, A History
of English Literature, New York, Macmillan & Co.,
1927, p. 176.
2.

Lines 1137-1144

And again in lines 1191-1192 a like sentiment was
expressed:
For men of learning little he esteemed;
His wisdom he above their learning deemed.
Spenser believed that poets should be recog
nized, honored, and retained by tnose in power, and
was consequently disappointed when the court did not
favor him as he thought ne should have been.
Legouis says: Spenser never had any doubt
about the duty of society to the poet, a
glorious fragile creature, whom they ought
to endow with all the good things of this
life. He will incessantly claim lordly
favour and State assistance as his due. ..
As the age in which he lives showers no
largess upon the poet, Spenser has little
indulgence for it^ 1
It is this spirit that he shows in the lines
quoted above.

It adds a bitterness to his satire,

which is also somewhat cynical.
idealist —

■Lo a dreamer and

and Spenser must have been both to write

such poetry as the Faery Queen —

the glamour,

flattery, and worldliness of the Court must have
2
seemed meaningless and futile.1
2

1.

Op. cit., p. 4.

2. "The master of all these poetic idealists
is Edmund Spenser." George Herbert Palmer, Formative
Types in English Poetry. Boston and New York, Houghton
Mifflin Co., 1918, p. 73-74.

When tne real world did not come up to that of his
ideals, he was disappointed.
For none but such as this bold ape unblest
Gan ever thrive in that unluckie quest. 1
It is to be feared that Spenser was
not easy to satisfy, and that he was him
self partly to blame for his lack of de
light. He was sorely afflicted by tne
scholars melancholy, which is emulation. 2
>4 ,.

He was not content to find fun and enjoyment in the
homely, ordinary life, but wanted the latter to con
form to his dreams.
He had not so keen an appreciation
of tne common things of life, but loved,
rather, that which was strange and un
usual. 3
This accounts for the tone of disillusionment in the
poem.

Minto says:
Spenser was not without a full
share of the poet’s alleged peculiar
feelings, vanity and irritability. 3

His vanity was revealed in his insistance on the
praise and homage of the Court, and his irritability1
3
2

1.

Lines 915-916.

2.

Schofield, op. cit., p. 136.

3. Amy Cruse, English Literature Through the
Ages, Boston and New York, Houghton Mifflin Co.,
I, 145.

in the attitude he took towards those who were in
different to him.
This opinion is also expressed by Schofield:
Court life was what he long de
sired for himself. But worldly for
tune did not smile on him witn the
same benignity as the neavenly muse.
He lived to be thoroughly disillusioned,
and grew disgusted with the unehivalrous conduct of those in power.....
Though much went wrong at the English
Court, especially in Elizabeth's later
years, it is probable that some of Spen
ser's bitterness was due to disappoint
ment at his own failure to be exalted
there. 1.
How familiar to him were all the trials, suffer
ings, vicissitudes, rebuffs, and disappointments
which he described in the famous passage of court
life, spoken of by Lowell as "the most pithy and
masculine verses he ever wrote.

2

Full little knowest thou that has not tride,
What hell it is, in suing long to bide;
To loose good dayes, that might be better spent,
To wast long nights in pensive discontent;
To speed to day, to be put back to morrow;
To feed on hope, to pine with feare and sorrow;
To have thy Princes grace, yet want her Peeres;
To have thy asking, yet waite manie yeeres;
To fret thy soule with crosses and with cares;
To eate thy heart through comfortless dispaires;
To fawne, to crowche, to waite, to ride, to roane,1
2

1.

Op. cit., p. 155.

2. James Russell Lowell, Among My Books.Second
Series, Boston and New York, Houghton Mifflin Co. ,
1876, p. 145.

To spend, to give, to want, to oe undonne
Tnat curse God send unto mine enemiel

1

He said that one must not expect to be advanced
because of purely personal virtues.
And yet full few which follow them, I see,
For vertues bare regard advaunced bee,
But eitner for some gainful benefit,
Or that they may for their owne turnes be fit. 2
Here Spenser must oe understood to
speak from his own heart and in his own
person; the tone of the passage, so earn
est, so passionate, so fraught with scorn
and bitterness, and also the vivid parti
cularity of the detail, will not allow us
to doubt that it describes wrongs and
humiliation which he had himself undergone.

3

The advice given to the Ape and the Fox was that
they must pretend to be other than they are, for the
world does not judge by what is, but by what seems to
be.

After the two rascals were admitted to the court,

they so followed this plan that they received the
praise and homage of all but the good courtier.
In the picture of the latter, it is believed
that the author had in view Sir Philip Sidney, for
whom Spenser had a genuine and admiring affection. 41
4
3
2
1.

Lines 895-914.

2.

Lines 637-640.

3. George L. Graik, Spenser and His Poetry. London,
Charles, Knight & Co., 1845, I, part III, 164-165.
4.

Courthope, op. cit. p. 236.

Jusserand notes a constrained quality in the
satire of Spenser:
His satires have something constrained; higher
placed or lower, he would have spoken more
freely. Mother Hubberd's Tale abounds in
shapr-pointed shafts; the poet is tired at
times of ever using rosy tines; he must needs
speak his mind and tell home truths, in his
turn, to bravadoes, oenefice seekers, and
especially to those courtiers whom he delights by his poetry, and who allow him to
remain indefinitely naif-way, with his semisatisfied ambitions; not enough recompensed
to live happy, not enough neglected to give
up the game. Hence a visible incoherence in
the satire and a certain lack of dignity. 1
Where Chaucer's satire is kindly, tolerant, and
good-natured, Spenser's is personal, harsh, and cri
tical.

Tnis is shown in the passages against Lord

Burleigh.
Ho care of justice, nor no rule of reason,
Ho temperance, nor no regard of season,
Did thenceforth ever enter in his minde,
But crueltie, the sign of currish kinde,
And sdeignful pride and wilful arragaunce;
Such followes those whom fortune doth advaunce. 2
But Spenser could be harsh in judg
ment of races, cruelly intolerant of sects,
and haughtily disdainful of individuals,
which it is impossible to imagine of friend
ly Chaucer, whom all loved. 31
3
2

1. A Literary History of the English People. New
York, Putnam's Sons, 1906, II, part I, p. 446.
2.

Lines 1131-1136.

3.

Schofield, op. cit.. p. 139.
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Consequently, one is more inclined to prefer the
older poet's work in this regard.
Tne success that Spenser acnieved in imitating
his"master Chaucer" is not agreed on by all.

In

speaking of the Mother Hubberd's Tale. Craik makes
the following observation:
It is throughout an adrairaole imi
tation of Chaucer in his quieter or more
familiar manner; there is indeed nothing
so truly Chaucerian in our later English
poetry. 1
On the other hand, Courthope says:
The same poet (Spenser) in the Mother
HubPerd* s Tale carried on the tradition of
his predecessor from the Tale of the Cock
and tne Fox, only to show, however, how far
the old medieval Aesopic humor had fallen
into decay. 2
It is true that Spenser imitated Chaucer in style of
selection and technical characteristics, even attain
ing something of the manner of Chaucer; but wnat he
could not imitate was the wonderful gift of story
telling, that depended so much on the keen observa
tion of the poet, his enjoyment of life, his insight
into character, and his ability of depicting it, his
tolerance and understanding, and his humor.
1.

Craik, op. cit., III, 151.

2.

Op. cit., p. 297.

It is

. 22
almost impossible to imitate the artist.

On this

point Jack observes, "One cannot imitate, except by
the merest copying, the idiosyncrasy of the greatest
1
i
poets."
Thus it is seen that Chaucer* s Nonne Preestes
Tale surpasses Spenser's Mother Hubberd*s Tale in
those qualities which make for universal appeal, and,
because of this, ranks higher from a literary stand
point.

In Courthope's words:

The author of the Smiire* s Tal p and
the Jim1a Pri est1r Tale has neither second
nor third in his art. 2

1.

Jack, op. cit.. p. 354.

2.

Op. cit.. I, 297.
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