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Rousseau notes curiously that "Writing is nothing but the representation
of speech; it is bizarre that one gives more care to the determining of the
image than to the object."! Not so for Chaucer, who showed a predilection
for the oral, vulgar tongue over the written, polite language throughout his
literary career. While he may have been considered the "Father of the
English Language" by some of his and our own contemporaries, Chaucer
might really have been more interested in the "Mother Tongue,” an interest
which Dante asserts for himself in De Vulgari Eloquentia.? Anticipating
Bakhtin, Chaucer often theorized about the priority of the utterance,
"however smale," "lewed" and "churlish" over scripted, "gentil” language.3 As
Charles Owens has so insistently demonstrated, Chaucer may have
apprenticed as a "writer," translator and adapter of "olde" texts that were
designed to be read, but he quickly developed an interest in and a talent for
speaking "pleynly" and "ful brode," as the narrator of the Canterbury Tales
insists he must in the General Prologue.* Chaucer’s works are riddled with
explanations about the primacy of speech "experienced" as opposed to
written texts that are "authored" and which then come to represent the
"dictates" of "auctoritee." As "Mother of our Tongue,” Chaucer took
enormous pains to justify using the speech of plain folk, the vuigus in Latin,
and even the deliberately vulgar, as opposed to the language of policy and
the court. In fact, he may well have realized his comic and his Christian
potential as a poet largely because of this choice. Although writers usually
end up as great rexts of a civilization, they achieve the distinction by
representing the living voices of their people.

It is difficult for us to appreciate the power the written word has assumed
in our daily lives or the courage it takes for a writer to privilege, much less
use, the "vulgar tongue" in his or her work. Our "signature" alone conveys
the power of the written work to command destinies: to "sign" means to
write; contracts are "authorized" by chirograph exclusively, by signing a
name on paper. Oral agreements, handshakes, sharing a meal, smoking a
pipe, pledging ourselves to another in marriage--all are rituals that are no
longer bound by legal authority. These rituals and signs are not "authorized"
because they are not authored, in other words, put down on paper as words
to sign, seal, and deliver a bargain. Women continue to sign their own
children away for money because they have desperately scribbled their
names on a page in a moment of financial need. Taking music lessons
means we learn to read music, not necessarily to play and rarely to improvise
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