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G i v e n  r e c e n t  c r i t i c a l  a t t e n t i o n  to C h a u c e r’s c o m i c  m e c h a n i c s  a n d  to
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the r e l a t i o n s h i p  b e t w e e n  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n  an d  s y ntax, one s h o u l d  b e w a r e  

the p o e t ' s  d e v o t i n g  thr e e  o f  t w e n t y - f i v e  lines o f  s u s p e n d e d  n a r r a t i o n  to 

A b s o l o n  the Dancer:

In t w e n t y  m a n e r e  c o ude he tr i p p e  and daunce,

A f t e r  the s c o l e  o f  O x e n f o r d e  tho,

A n d  w i t h  h i s  leg g e s  cas t e n  to a n d  fro. (3328-30)

Th e  s t a t e m e n t  s e e m s  s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d  u n t i l  one r e m e m b e r s  the i r o n i c  under-

p i n n i n g s  o f  all C h a u c e r i a n  d e s c r i p t i o n ,3 a n d  e s p e c i a l l y  t h a t  w h i c h  d e t a i l s

A b s o l o n ' s  o v e r a l l  " p e r f u m i n g , "  his p l e a s u r e  in the rit u a l  o f  h o p e l e s s

p a s s i o n  r a t h e r  t h a n  the " s o l a s "  o f  the b e d c h a m b e r ,  a n d  his s e l f - i m a g e  o f

e l e g a n t  b o u r g e o i s e r i e  w h i c h  p l a c e s  h i m  in t h e o r y  b u t  n o t  in p r a c t i c e  far

a b o v e  the v i l l a g e r s .  E x p l o r a t i o n s  o f  C h a u c e r ' s  range o f  i r ony a c c o u n t  in

l a r g e  p a r t  for s c h o l a r l y  e f f o r t s  to u n d e r s t a n d  the s i g n i f i c a n c e  o f  A b s o l o n ' s
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hair, his p r o f e s s i o n ,  h i s  v a r i o u s  a v o c a t i o n s ,  a n d  his r e m a r k a b l e  attire.

I n deed, on e  w o u l d  e x p e c t  such a c l e a r l y  d r a w n  c h a r a c t e r  to have b e e n  

s t u d i e d  f r o m  h e a d  to foot. Yet, as in the case o f  P e t e r  R i g a’s e f f i c t i o  

o f  hi s  b i b l i c a l  n a m e s a k e , ^  a t t e m p t s  to e x p l a i n  A b s o l o n ' s  p r e s e n t a t i o n  fall 

o f f  m a r k e d l y  f r o m  the k n e e s  dow n w a r d .  A l t h o u g h  C h a u c e r ' s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n s
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are o f t e n  s a i d  to leap o u t  at the reader, the fact t h a t  the d a n c i n g  A b s o l o n  

l i t e r a l l y  does so —  c a s t i n g  his legs to a n d  fro —  h a s  o c c a s i o n e d  little 

no t i c e .  Th e  c o u n t e r p o i n t  of e x p e c t a t i o n  a n d  a c t u a l i t y  in the c r i t i c i s m  of 

the s e  lines is e m b l e m a t i c  of the k i n d  o f  i r o n y  t h e y  i l l u s t r a t e  b e c a u s e  in 

its m o s t  m a t u r e  form v e r b a l  irony d e m a n d s  an u n d e r s t a n d i n g  o r  e v e n  an inti m a c y  

b e t w e e n  the p o e t  and the m o r e  p e r c e p t i v e  of hi s  aud i e n c e .  I r o n i e s  exist, 

t h e r e f o r e ,  in the gaps b e t w e e n  w h a t  is e x p e c t e d  an d  w h a t  is. E x p o s i n g  the 

i m p l i c a t i o n s  of A b s o l o n ' s  d a n c i n g  b r i d g e s  the gaps an d  a l l o w s  e n t r a n c e  into 

the ranks o f  the m o r e  p e r c e p t i v e  audience.

C h a u c e r ' s  p o r t r a y a l  o f  A b s o l o n  as a sma l l  town d a n d y  p e r m i t s  the e x p e c 

t a t i o n  t h a t  h i s  d a n c i n g  b e  a " g e n t e e l  a c c o m p l i s h m e n t "  —  a s o c i a l  d a n c e  --
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a l b e i t  t o t a l l y  u n i m p r e s s i v e  to a y o u n g  lady of A l i s o u n ' s  s p irit. B u t  such 

an e x p e c t a t i o n  w i t h e r s  u n d e r  c a r e f u l  s c r utiny. T h ere is, i n d e e d ,  e v i d e n c e  

that the P r o v e n ç a l  t r o u b a d o u r s  w h o  e s c a p e d  the A l b i g e n s i a n  p u r g e  (ca. 1208) 

took r e f u g e  in v a r i o u s  E u r o p e a n  co u r t s  w h e r e  t h e y  w e r e  w e l c o m e d  b e c a u s e  o f  

t h e i r  son g s  and d a n c e s ,  a n d  n o w h e r e  m o r e  so t h a n  in E n g l a n d  w h o s e  k i n g s  h a d  

al w a y s  b e e n  in c l o s e  t o uch w i t h  P r o v e n c e . ^  B e c a u s e  o f  t h e s e  e n t e r t a i n e r s ,  

R o u n d  Da n c e s  o r  B r a n l e s ,  F a r a n d o l e s ,  an d  O l d  A l m a i n s  w e r e  w e l l  k n o w n  in 

B r i t a i n  by 1350. T h e i r  e x e c u t i o n  s e ems to h a v e  d e m a n d e d  the c o o p e r a t i o n  

o f  a l l  p r e s e n t  and the d i v i d i n g  line for p a r t i c i p a t i o n  w a s  no t  b e t w e e n
g

p e a s a n t r y  and g e n t r y  b u t  b e t w e e n  o l d  a n d  young. As a r e s u l t ,  d a n c e s  w e r e

l e a r n e d  by the s i m p l e  folk an d  c o u l d  e a s i l y  be t r a n s p o r t e d  f r o m  the m a n o r

h o u s e  o r  ca s t l e  h a l l  to the v i l l a g e  green. The E s t a m p i e ,  a d e v e l o p m e n t  of

the B r anle, f e a t u r i n g  on e  g e n t l e m a n  an d  o n e  o r  t w o  l a dies, w o u l d  s e e m

a d m i r a b l y  s u i t e d  to the f o p pish a n d  f a s t i d i o u s  Abso l o n .  Y e t  e v e n  i f  the

carole, the roundel, the hay, and v a r i a t i o n s  o f  e a c h  are a d d e d  to the p o s s i b l e

l i s t  o f  d a n c e s  in A b s o l o n ' s  r e p e r t o i r e ,  no a m o u n t  o f  s c h o l a r l y  c h i c a n e r y
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c an rai s e  the n u m b e r  o f  these so c i a l  d a n c e s  to twenty.

W h e n  a case is m a d e  for d e f i n i n g  "manere" as " s teps" r a t h e r  t h a n  "types"

—  a n d  m a n y  a B r a n l e ,  F a r a n d o l e ,  an d  E s t a m p i e  b o a s t e d  t h a t  n u m b e r  o f  m o v e 

m e n t s  —  t h ere is s t i l l  n o  p o s s i b i l i t y  o f  r e l a t i n g  any t w e n t y - s t e p  d a n c e  to 

the O x f o r d  e n v i r o n s .  It is true t h a t  S i r  H u m p h r e y  G i l b e r t ' s  s c h e m e  for 

t r a i n i n g  the a r i s t o c r a c y  at O x f o r d  (ca. 1 5 7 0 ) ^  i n c l u d e d  a " d a w n c i n g  s c hole" 

w h i c h  was in e x i s t e n c e  for some time. Th e  d i a r y  o f  the n o t o r i o u s  S i m o n  

F o r man, w h o  w a s  an u n d e r g r a d u a t e  at M a g d a l e n  C o l l e g e  in 1 5 74, a l s o  m e n t i o n s  

" d a u n c e i n g  s c o l l e s "  as r a t h e r  v e n e r a b l e  c o l l e g i a t e  i n s t i t u t i o n s .11 U n f o r 

t un a t e l y ,  the e a r l i e s t  s c h o o l  that can be i d e n t i f i e d  is the " d a u n s i n g



s c h o o l "  o n  the f i rst floor o f  a h o u s e  in C o r n m a r k e t ,  i m m e d i a t e l y  o u t s i d e  the

N o r t h  G a t e  o p p o s i t e  St. Mi c h a e l ' s .  T h i s  w a s  o c c u p i e d  in 1606 by J o h n

B o s s e l e y ,  " m u s i t i o n , "  who, on the r e n e w a l  o f  hi s  lease b y  the C i t y  o f  O x f o r d

in 1610, h a d  to p r o m i s e  t h a t  "he w o u l d  n o t  d a u n s e  n o r  s u f f e r  any d a u n s i n g

a f t e r  t e n n e  o f  the C l o c k e  in the n i g h t  no r  b e f o r e  fyve o f  the c l o c k e  in 
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the m o r n i n g "  -- s u r e  g r o u n d s  for l e a s e - b r e a k i n g  e v e n  now. So "scole"

m u s t  m e a n  the " s tyle" or " f a s h i o n "  o f  O x f o r d  w h e r e  the o n l y  i n d i g e n o u s

d a n c e s  are t h o s e  p r e s e r v e d  u n d e r  the tit l e  o f  " C o t s w o l d  m o r r i s , "  t h o u g h  they

s e e m  to h a v e  b e e n  in e x i s t e n c e  l o n g  b e f o r e  the t e r m  m o r r i s  (orig i n a l l y

"moori s h " )  w a s  a d o p t e d  in E n g l a n d . T h e  e f f e t e l y - m a n n e r e d  A b s o l o n ,  then,

is p r o f i c i e n t  n o t  in the s t a t e l y  E s t a m p i e  b u t  in the jigging, leap i n g ,  a l l -

m a l e  folk d a n c e s  co m m o n  to the S p r i n g - S u m m e r  festivals.

B e n n e t t ' s  c o n t e n t i o n  t h a t  A b s o I o n ' s  p e r f o r m a n c e  w o u l d  h a v e  b e e n  "florid"

is u n d o u b t e d l y  c o r r e c t  a n d  h i s  f u r t h e r  d e d u c t i o n  that such d a n c i n g  m u s t

h a v e  b e e n  the " t o w n i s h  c o u n t e r p a r t  to t h e  a c a d e m i c  s c h ools o f  A b s o l o n ' s  
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r i v a l "  is w h a t  we s h o u l d  e x p e c t .  Inste a d ,  s u c h  a c o n c l u s i o n  l e a d s  to a 

s e c o n d  i r o n y  for, t h r o u g h o u t  E u rope, s c h o l a r s  t h e m s e l v e s  i n d u l g e d  in dancing. 

Th e  i n c e p t i o n  b a n q u e t  in P a r i s  r e g u l a r l y  i n c l u d e d  d a n c e s ^  and, w h i l e  

c o n t e m p o r a r y  B o l o g n a  s t a t u t e s  f o r b a d e  a r e c t o r  to "d a n c e  o r  m a k e  d a n c e  w i t h  

t r u m p e t s  o r  w i t h o u t "  for a w h o l e  m o n t h  a f t e r  h i s  i n a u g u r a t i o n ,  p r e s u m a b l y  

t h e r e a f t e r  this type o f  r e c r e a t i o n  w a s  n o t  p r o s c r i b e d . ^  F i f t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  

a g r e e m e n t s  b e t w e e n  town an d  g o w n  at B a s e l  an d  A v i g n o n  p r o v i d e  that s t u d e n t  

d a n c e s  "qui f u e r i n t  in fe s t i s  de u n i v c r s i t a t e "  s h o u l d  n o t  be p e r m i t t e d  in 

p u b l i c . 1 ^ R a s h d a l l  inf e r s  t h a t  d a n c i n g  w a s  a favo r i t e  a m u s e m e n t  w i t h  four- 

t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  E n g l i s h  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  the fact that e v e n  in N e w  Colle g e ,  

w h i c h  w a s  j e a l o u s l y  g u a r d e d  a g a i n s t  female i n t r u s i o n ,  W i l l i a m  o f  W y k e h a m  

f o und it n e c e s s a r y ,  for the p r o t e c t i o n  o f  the s c u l p t u r e  in the C h a p e l  rered o s ,  

to m a k e  a s t a t u t e  a g a i n s t  d a n c i n g  o r  j u m p i n g  in the C h a p e l  or in the a d j o i n 

in g  h a l l .  N e w  C o l l e g e  a l s o  p r o h i b i t e d  all s t r u g g l i n g ,  chorus i n g ,  d a n c i n g ,  

l e a p i n g ,  sing i n g ,  s h o u t i n g ,  t u m ult, an d  i n o r d i n a t e  noise, the p o u r i n g  forth 

o f  w a t e r ,  bee r ,  a n d  o t h e r  liquids, a n d  b o i s t e r o u s  gam e s  in the hall on the

g r o u n d s  t h a t  they w e r e  l i k e l y  to d i s t u r b  the o c c u p a n t s  o f  the C h a p l a i n ' s

18
c h a m b e r  be l o w .  A  m o d e r a t e  i n d u l g e n c e  in the m o r e  h a r m l e s s  o f  t h ese p a s 

tim e s  in o t h e r  p l a c e s  —  and s u r e l y  d a n c i n g  c a n  be i n c l u d e d  h e r e  -- see m s  to 

h a v e  b e e n  p e r m i t t e d .  So the "town's" Absolon, w h o  seems to rival the 

" g o w n ' s "  N i c o l a s  in a l m o s t  e v e r y  way, is in his d a n c i n g  m o r e  like than 

di f f e r e n t .



A  t h i r d  i r o n y  can be d i s c e r n e d  in C h a u c e r ' s  care to i d e n t i f y  A b s o l o n  

as a p a r i s h  clerk; on e  w o u l d  e x p e c t  from this t h a t  his d a n c i n g  w o u l d  at 

l east b e  n o t  i n i m i c a l  to his e c c l e s i a s t i c a l  p o s i t i o n .  D o u b t l e s s ,  the w o r d  

"dance" h a d  o c c a s i o n e d  very c o n t r a d i c t o r y  b e h a v i o u r  p a t t e r n s .  D a n c e s . w e r e  

c o n s i s t e n t l y  h e l d  at court, in the m a n o r  h o u s e s ,  at c h u r c h  w a k e s  a n d  saints' 

f e s t i v a l s  at the same time t h a t  this a m u s e m e n t  wa s  p i l l o r i e d  b y  b o t h  c o n t i n 

e n t a l  an d  E n g l i s h  c h urchmen: E t i e n n e  do B o u r b o n ,  Jac q u e s  de V.itry, Thomas

C a n t i m p r a t a n u s , B e r t h o l d  de R a t i s b o n ,  J o h a n  Gei l e r ,  R o b e r t  M a n n y n g  o f
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Bru n n e ,  a n d  W i l l i a m  o f  Pagula, to n a m e  the m o r e  c o n s p i c u o u s .  A c l o s e r  

look at t h e i r  p r o s c r i p t i o n s ,  ho w e v e r ,  focuses these c o n d e m n a t i o n s  on a 

s p e c i a l  k i n d  o f  dancing. Robe r t  M a n n y n g  c l e a r l y  e x p l a i n e d  the c o n t e x t  in 

w h i c h  this d a n c i n g  is i n tolerable:

Daunces, k arols, s o m o u r  games

O f  m a n y  s w y c h  co m e  m a n y  sham e s

W h a n  t h o u  s t o d y s t  to m a k e  t hese

T h o u  art s l o g h e  yn G o d d y s  servyse

A n d  t h a t  s y n n e n  yn s w y c h  t h u r g h t  the
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F o r  h e m  thou s h a l t  a - c o u p e d e  be.

The p r o x i m i t y  o f  M a n n y n g ' s  i n f a m o u s  d a n c e s  to " k arols" —  d e r i v e d  f r o m  
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the p r i m i t i v e  l i n k e d  chain —  a n d  to " s o m o u r  g ames i n d i c a t e s  th a t  he does

n o t  r e f e r  t o  the s o c i a l  d a n c e s  o f  the T r o u b a d o u r s  b u t  to a n o t h e r  e t y m o l o g i -
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c ally d e f e n s i b l e  s i g n i f i c a t i o n  for the w ord. A l t h o u g h  f o l k l o r e ' s  a r g u m e n t

is b y  a n a l o g y  an d  re a c h e s  c o n c l u s i o n s  t h a t  are n e c e s s a r i l y  t e n t a t i v e ,  such

d a n c i n g  s eems to o r i g i n a t e  in a p r i m i t i v e  c u l t  o f  the a r m y  o f  the dea£,
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m o v i n g  an d  r a g i n g  in r i t u a l i s t i c  e c stasy. It is q u i t e  p o s s i b l e  that

c o s t u m e  e l e m e n t s  s u c h  as b e l l s ,  r i bbons, feathers, a l o n g  w i t h  e f f o r t s  at

d i s g u i s e  like b l a c k e n e d  faces a nd anim a l  m a s k s  (many o f  w h i c h  c h a r a c t e r i z e
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the d a n c e r s  in m e d i a e v a l  m a n u s c r i p t  i l l u m i n a t i o n s  and m a r g i n s  ) w e r e  at

f irst the t r a p p i n g s  o f  d e a d  a n c e s t o r s  a n d  o n l y  l a t e r  w e r e  a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h
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s e a s o n a l  f e s t i v a l s  d e s i g n e d  to p r o m o t e  f e rtility. Th e  e v o l u t i o n  from 

p a g a n  r e l i g i o u s  r i t u a l  to folk c u s t o m  o b v i o u s l y  t o o k  cent u r i e s ;  it w a s  n o t  

s a t i s f a c t o r i l y  c o m p l e t e d  b y  the t h i r t e e n t h  c e n t u r y  w h e n  R o b e r t  G r o s s e t e s t e  

a n d  W a l t e r  de C h a n t e l o u p  t r i e d  to s u p p r e s s  the Ma y  G ames a n d  W h i t s u n  Ales 

w h o s e  r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  w a s  d o u b t f u l . * ^  T h e s e  s u m m e r  c e r e m o n i e s ,  c e l e b r a t e d  

b y  a w h o l e  v i l l a g e  for the b e n e f i t  of e v e r y b o d y ' s  crops a nd h e r d s ,  i n c l u d e d  

a Y o u n g  M e n ' s  D a n c e  (probably p r o c e s s i o n a l  in character) w h o s e  m o v e m e n t s
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responded to a musical rhythm while its handkerchiefs, clothing, and other 

paraphernalia represented the immaterial or spiritual side of man and nature 

shared alike by the living and the dead.
27 

No doubt the original purpose 

of quickening Nature -- quickened itself by fermented spirits -- found out

let in other activities which merited churchly condemnation. 

But folk custom rooted in pre-Christian ritual is difficult to dis

lodge and the mediaeval church frequently came to terms with the enemy. The 

Franciscan author of Dives and Pauper took the liberal view,28 and, in 

organizing processions for its great new feast of Corpus Christi in 1264, 

the Church r es ignedly admitted these originally heathen dances to her sacred 

rites. The Hours of Juvenal des Ursines show the procession of the host on 

Corpus Christi Day surrounded by clerks of the brotherhood wearing ~reaths 

on their heads;29 similar headgear -- also the trappings of the Young Men's 

Dance -- seems to have been customary at English celebrations of the Feast, 

even to being willed from one corpus Christi Guild member to another. 30 

Nevertheless, the marriage of pagan custom and Christian ritual was not always 

a happy one; there are numerous prohibitions of dancing in churchyards in 

England, and the Chancellor of the University of Oxford in 1250 or there

abouts, "unde r pain of the greater excommunication," forbade alike in 

churches or in the streets "all dancing in masks or with disorderly noises 

and all processions of men wearing wreaths or garlands made of leaves or 

trees or flowers or what not." 31 

In 1306, howeve r, there was an obvious breach of the edict, resulting 

in the demise of Gilbert de Foxlee, when the OXford Tailor's Guild held a 

St. John's Eve wake in their shops: 

as the use and custom is to do there . And after midnight, 

finding that no man was wandering there in the streets, they went 

forth from their shops and others with them an held their dances 

in the High Street in the face of Cloth Hall; and as they thQ~ 

played, there came the aforesaid Gilbert [who] began to contend 

with them, purposing ... to break up that dance. 32 

The inquest into this disastrous behaviour provides us with some important 

information: the adventure occurs only after midnight when the town was 

deserted; the time of the year is June; the deposition mentions a group of 

dances obviously known to all. We can also be reasonably sure that the 

"tailors of Oxford" were not a dual-sex organization. 33 Given Gilbert 



de F o x l e e ' s  o u t r a g e ,  it w o u l d  no t  s e e m  that t hese d a n c e s  w e r e  e v e n  t o l e r a t e d

in the m e d i a e v a l  city of C h a u c e r ' s  fabliau. The tai l o r s  w o u l d  h a v e  fared

b e t t e r  if they h a d  s a v e d  t h e i r  d a n c i n g  for the W h i t s u n  a n d / o r  La m b  ales

w h i c h  d o t t e d  the O x f o r d  c o u n t r y s i d e  on s e v e r a l  J u n e  M o n d a y s  a n d  w h i c h  w e r e

34
r e m a r k a b l e  for t h e i r  a n t i q u i t y  w h o n  B l o u n t  d e s c r i b e d  t h e m  in 1679.

M o r e o v e r ,  on e  can s u r m i s e  t h a t  A b s o l o n ,  w h o  d i s p o r t e d  w i t h  h i s  O s e n e y  c o m 

rades on a M o n d a y ,  w as w e l l  aware o f  the cl i m a t e  o f  o p i n i o n  a g a i n s t  such 

c e l e b r a t i o n s  in the c h u r c h l y  a t m o s p h e r e  o f  O x f o r d  town. T h u s  b y  i n v e s t i 

g a t i n g  e c c l e s i a l  a t t i t u d e  we a gain w a t c h  the d a n c i n g  A b s o l o n  e x e c u t e  an 

i r o n i c  twist.

A  last, d e l i g h t f u l  se t  o f  iro n i e s  m ay be c o n n e c t e d  w i t h  v a r i a t i o n s  in 

the p e r f o r m a n c e s  p e r m i t t e d  in the Y o u n g  M e n ' s  Dances; that t h e y  c o u l d  be 

s o l o  o r  g r o u p  is an o p t i o n  s till p r e s e r v e d  in the t r e a s u r e d  t r a d i t i o n s  o f  

the C o t s w o l d  m o r r i s . 3"* S o l o  p a r t s  e v e n t u a l l y  p r o d u c e d  t wo s t a n d a r d  c h a r a c t e r 

izations: t h a t  o f  the Fool and t h a t  o f  the M a n - W o m a n .  Th e  F o o l  m ay o r i g i n a l l y  

h a v e  b e e n  p a r t  o f  an i n i t i a t i o n  rite, th a t  is, the antics he p e r f o r m s  

c o u l d  h a v e  s y m b o l i z e d  first the death o f  c h i l d h o o d  a nd the b i r t h  o f  m a n h o o d  

a nd man, a n d  o n l y  l a t e r  h a v e  b e e n  c o n f u s e d  w i t h  the k i l l i n g  a n d  r e v i v i n g  o f  

the s p i r i t  o f  f e r t i l i t y .36 A c c o r d i n g  to t he i l l u m i n a t o r s  o f  t he t h i r t e e n t h  

century, the F o o l  a p p e a r e d  a w r e t c h e d  i d i o t  a n d  e v e n  w h e n  he w a s  r e f u r b i s h e d

in f o u r t e e n t h - c e n t u r y  m i n i a t u r e s ,  the i m p r o v e m e n t s  a d d e d  b u t  l i t t l e  to his

37
r e s p e c t a b i l i t y  o r  respect. The M a n - W o m a n ,  th a t  c o m m o n  s y m b o l  o f  fertility,

38
s u r v i v e d  s p l e n d i d l y  in E n g l i s h  m o r r i s  as the M a i d  Marian. O n e  w o u l d  e xpect, 

then, th a t  A b s o l o n ' s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in t h e s e  Y o u n g  M e n ' s  Danc e s  w o u l d  give 

h i m  an e x c e l l e n t  o p p o r t u n i t y  to d i s p l a y  h is " l i g h t n e s s e "  a n d  h i s  b e a u t i f u l  

shoes, b u t  s ince C h a u c e r  a b s t a i n s  from d e t a i l i n g  the e x a c t  n a t u r e  o f  his 

"d i s p o r t i n g "  one can theor i z e ,  first, t h a t  the cle r k ' s  p r e c e d i n g  a n d  s u b 

s e q u e n t  e x p l o i t s  in the tale i d e n t i f y  h i m  as a l i k e l y  c a n d i d a t e  for the 

F o o l ' s  part; sec o n d ,  t h a t  h is len g t h y  h a i r  a n d  r a t h e r  q u e s t i o n a b l e  m a s c u l i n i t y  

m a k e  h i m  a w o r t h y  n o m i n e e  fo r  the M a n - W o m a n  role; a n d  third, t h a t  w h e t h e r

o r  n o t  he c ould b e  i d e n t i f i e d  as Fool o r  M a n - W o m a n ,  hi s  c h a r a c t e r i z a t i o n

39
ca s t s  d o u b t  on h i s  m a s c u l i n i t y  a n d / o r  s e x u a l  a d e q u a c y  at the same time 

t h a t  it f e a tures hi s  p a r t i c i p a t i o n  in d a n c e s  w h i c h  r e j o i c e d  o v e r  an d  e n c o u r 

a g e d  b o t h  the i n c i d e n c e  of f e r t i l i t y  an d  the p r o p a g a t i o n  o f  the species. 

O b v i o u s l y ,  at e v e r y  turn in these three lines, e x p e c t a t i o n  a nd a c t u a l i t y  

u n d e r l i e  a m a t u r e  a nd s u b t l e  irony. F r o m  an i n f o r m e d  v a n t a g e  p o i n t ,

C h a u c e r ' s  s e e m i n g l y  i r r e l e v a n t  c o m m e n t  y i e l d s  a rich, i r o n i c  h a r v e s t .



Th e  u l t i m a t e  q u e s t i o n ,  h o w e v e r  one d e f i n e s  "ma n e r e , "  i n v o l v e s  the

n u m b e r  t w e n t y .  A c t u a l l y  the most ac t i v e  a n d  l o n g - l i v e d  m o r r i s  t r oupes in

t h e  O x f o r d  a r e a  ( H e a d i n g t o n  Q u a r r y  and Bampton) b o t h  h a v e  p r e s e r v e d  a b o d y

40
o f  c u s t o m a r y  d a n c e s  t h a t  n u m b e r  a b out twenty. C o m p o s e d  o f  s e t - d a n c e s

(stick, reel, h a n d k e r c h i e f ,  o r  corner) a n d  jigs, the r e p e r t o i r e s  w h e n

41
c o l l e c t e d  b y  C e c i l  S h a r p  a n d  H e r b e r t  M a c i l w a i n e  w e r e  c o n s i d e r e d  o f  v e n e r 

a b l e  age, e v e n  i f  i n d i v i d u a l  da n c e s  w e r e  s o m e t i m e s  p u t  to tunes w i t h  m o d e r n  

n a m e s .  One o f  the o l d e s t  o f  t h ese da n c e s  is c a l l e d  " t r u n k o l e s , "  " t r u n k l e s , "

or " t r u n k h o s e "  a n d  n o w  i d e n t i f i e s  a c o m e r  dance? its e a r l i e s t  o r t h o g r a p h i c a l

42
form, " t r u n k l e s , "  i f  d e r i v e d  f r o m  the l a t e r  L a t i n  t r u n c u s , ma y  w e l l  h a v e

h e r a l d e d  th e  Fool. In line w i t h  its c u r i o u s  name, the m e l o d y  for this d a nce

h a s  l i t t l e  o f  w h a t  m i g h t  b e  c a l l e d  m o d e r n  ton a l i t y ?  W i l l i a m  K i m b e r ,  the

43
g r a n d  o l d  m a n  o f  E n g l i s h  m o r r i s ,  t e r m e d  it s i m p l y  " a n c i e n t .” B ot h  r e p u 

tab l e  t r a d i t i o n  a n d  c o n t e m p o r a r y  p r a c t i c e  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  t r u n k l e s  ha s  20 

s teps. C h a u c e r ' s  n o t a t i o n ,  then, w h i l e  it c o u l d  r e f e r  to a w h o l e  g r o u p  o f  

Y o u n g  M e n ' s  D a n c e s ,  p r o b a b l y  s p e c i f i e s  a s i n g l e  o n e  —  p r o c e s s i o n a l  r a t h e r  

t h a n  c o m b a t i v e  in n a t u r e  —  w h i c h  c e l e b r a t e d  in t w e n t y  s t e p s  the r e t u r n  o f  

f e r t i l i t y  to the earth. A  p r o t o f o r m  o f  the m o r r i s ,  this d a nce m a y  h a v e  

b e e n  a t r u n k l e s .

St. J o s e p h ' s  C o l l e g e ,

B r o o k l y n
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