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The House of Fame: Chaucer and the Manipulation of the Reader’s Mind
The House of Fame, written by fifteenth century author Geoffrey Chaucer, is said to have employed the literary convention of the dream vision. The dream vision is a genre of writing in which a dream is conveyed to readers through means of a frame narrative. Traditionally, there are five predictable stages of the dream vision: “the dreamer falls asleep in the midst of some life crisis or emotional impasse; the dreamer, almost always a male, finds himself in a beautiful natural place (locus amoenus), often an enclosed garden filled with beautiful plants, animals, etc. (hortus conclusus); the dreamer encounters a guide figure who instructs the dreamer and/or leads the dreamer to one or more allegorical visions; the dreamer may interrogate the guide figure about the significance of the visions, but often this does not produce satisfactory results; and finally, something within the dream causes the dreamer to awaken before the full significance of the dream can be explained.”
 According to critics, authors may have cast their works as dream visions to avoid social or political persecution, in certain situations discounting the objective of the dream vision as a truth. Because Chaucer is often credited for his clever use of the English language, any assessment sanctioning The House of Fame as a true dream vision is litigious. Chaucer simply employs a narrator to dream for him, satisfactorily convinces readers that his words are “truth,” and ultimately discredits himself as a final rhetorical device.

The conclusion to The House of Fame leaves the narrator contemplating the appropriateness of his belief in fame and how it is achieved. The emphasis of the story is directly put upon the spoken word: 

Sound is naught but broken air: and every 

speech that is uttered, aloud or privily, good 

or ill, is in substance nothing but air. For 

as flame is but lighted smoke, sound is broken 

air. But this may be in many ways, of which 

I will tell you two; as sound that comes of pipe, 

or of harp when a pipe is blown strongly, the 

air is twisted and rent with violence; lo, 

this is mine interpretation. And when men smite 

harp-strings, heavily or lightly, lo, the air 

                        breaks apart with the stroke. Even so it breaks 

                        when men speak, thus you have learned what speech is.

As told to the narrator by his eagle guide, every sound ever made travels to its “natural place where it is best conserved, toward which place everything is naturally inclined and moves to come thither when it is far away therefrom.”(HOF) This ‘natural’ place that sound finds itself gravitating to is the House of Fame. Upon arriving at the House of Fame, the narrator is overwhelmed with noise: “ 'The great sound,' quoth he, ' that rumbles up and down in Fame's House, full of rumors, both of fair words and chiding and of false and true compounded. Hearken well, it is not whispered, in faith! Hear you not the great murmur?”(HOF) The narrator is made aware of the House of Fame’s purpose even further upon entering. He becomes privy to the examples made of sounds-turned-bodies by the Goddess of Fame herself. Though most of the “company” begs for fame, the Goddess ultimately decides whether or not they are worthy, subsequently blowing the trumpets of fame or infamy across the universe. Chaucer’s dreamer realizes that it is indeed by word of mouth that such reputations are determined. The dreamer is left contemplating the poet’s ability to convey the knowledge of the famous through his work and how much truth there is to what is being told.

It is contentious if not irreverent, that Chaucer decides to question universally recognized and celebrated characters in history. In order to distance himself from his potentially dangerous opinion, Chaucer chooses to convey The House of Fame as a dream vision, which displaces his point-of-view as an author. By employing a narrator to dream his own thoughts, Chaucer is designated solely as “story-teller” while the narrator carries out his dirty work. Because the dream vision is written as a first person narrative, the “I” serves to attach itself to the narrator, relinquishing the author of the narrative’s consequences. According to A.C. Spearing “the ‘I’ of the medieval narrative did not provide a point of view so much as immediacy of effect. If words are presented to us immediately, in the form of direct, not reported, speech; it is on them that we concentrate,”
 therefore, detaching from the entity that is conveying them. By employing this mode of narration, Chaucer uses a method of ventriloquism to express his thoughts, which are then even further displaced from him by means of first person narrative, according to A.C. Spearing’s theory. He is aware of the consequences, utilizing the convention of the dream vision to cast himself into the background of his publicized thoughts.

The act of reading in and of itself requires acute concentration and attention. Humans tend to read voluntarily because it is relaxing and arguably therapeutic. They give themselves over to the mercy of the author for the period of time in which they engage in the text, expecting to lose themselves in the process; it is an easy escape from reality. In addition, it is these reader expectations that transfer trustworthiness to the writer, or because this is a frame narrative, the narrator. Readers depend on authors to engage them in a well-told story in order for the escape from reality to take place.  It is this trustworthiness that Geoffrey Chaucer has relied on to make The House of Fame dream vision work. Because the story does not pose to be an immediate “threat”, the reader allows him or herself to approach the text without concern. The convention of the frame narrative acts to communicate a sense of truth or actuality because of the use of the first person narrative. The identities of the author versus the narrator have been blurred, and so the narrator or storyteller assumes the ability to proclaim the truth. What the ‘I’ also does for the reader is make the story seem like it is his or her personal experience, consequently making it appear to be real. Not only has the reader allowed him or herself to be fully engaged in the reading, the possibility for truth has made itself evident. 

The interest in dreams in the fifteenth century would have been enough motivation for any author with something “important” to say to utilize the dream vision convention. This allowed Chaucer to easily take advantage of popular culture interest to further the strength of his story. With the increase of printed books in Europe in the fifteenth century and the proliferation of dream dictionaries, mostly based on Oneirocritica by Artemidorus, dream interpretation was placed into the hands of the individual.
 (Wilson,) Means of divination such as the I-Ching, and Tarot were a part of popular culture, as well as Bibliomancy, which employed the use of scared texts for determining the future. Not only was the interpretation of dreams popular, it was recognized as a method of divine intervention. The ancient Greeks believed that cures could be achieved through divine grace by incubating dreams within the confines of temples they called “Asclepieions.”
 (Wikipedia, 2007) The Bible is also said to have described many incidents of dreams as divine revelation, adding to the validity of Chaucer’s opinion. It is also something that serves to linger in the background of the fifteenth-century-reader’s mind while the text is being evaluated.  

Because it has been determined that a lot of recent dream dictionaries are really a copy of the most ancient, Artimedorus’ Oneirocritica, one will find that Chaucer’s attention to detail by the way of symbolism within the dream is a strikingly accurate pairing with the meaning that the narrator derives at the conclusion. For instance the dreamer’s eagle guide symbolizes “nobility, pride, fierceness, freedom, superiority, courage, and powerful intellectual ability.”
  These can be applied to both eagle and dreamer within the narrative; the dreamer especially exhibits courage and powerful intellectual ability. Furthermore, the glass temple, or House of Fame, represents “spiritual thinking, meditation, and growth”(DM), which serves to apply to the narrator’s quest for a higher understanding. Because of the popularity of dream interpretation in the fifteenth century, it could be assumed that practicing dream interpreters would buy into Chaucer’s use of symbolism to the fullest. Conveniently, the nature of dream interpretation is ambiguous enough that Chaucer’s use of symbols could be interpreted in a number of ways. This is defined as an enigmatic dream, or a dream that requires interpretation in order for meaning to be derived from it. Even if Chaucer did not intend for an interpretation of The House of Fame to be executed so well, the ambiguity of the method of interpretation would have allowed it to work anyway. Perhaps subconsciously taking advantage of this, Chaucer directs his narrator through a vivid dream sequence, taking care to tell a successful, and seemingly believable story. It is imperative that he achieves said level of belief; the weight of his personal opinion depends on it. 


Not only is it doubtful that Chaucer wrote The House of Fame and other dream visions based upon his own dreams, the likelihood that he would be able to reliably recall such images is questionable. Quite often, humans “generate new images through a recombination of old remembered ones.”
 Even if Chaucer did in fact have said dream visions, the integrity of such images realistically would have been compromised through means of “remembering.” It is in this way, that the human mind blurs the boundary between fact and fiction, making communication of remembered thoughts unreliable. Conveniently, this affords one the opportunity to embellish stories to one’s liking, whether done consciously or not. It is on the undependability of the spoken word that Chaucer bases The House of Fame.  The narrator’s journey to the House of Fame forces him to meditate on the “nature of fame and the trustworthiness of recorded renown.”  The narrator’s understanding of such calls into question the celebration of famous figures based on the accuracy of the history of such characters and the origin of information. He discovers, or realizes that it is by word of mouth that the recipe for one’s fame is translated, and is consciously determined to acknowledge this as needed.


The fact that Chaucer has made use of the narrator to describe his dream in detail is enough evidence that the dream itself is fabricated. Because such details are inevitably lost in the translation of remembering and communication, it would be impossible for Chaucer to have recounted a dream this seemingly accurate, though because of his intelligent use of the dream vision convention, this is easily overlooked by readers with untrained minds. The House of Fame dream vision is upheld as an ostensibly true tale exhibiting an important point of view.  

Chaucer relies on the use of dream interpretation in popular culture, and the concentration and attention of reading in general to persuade his audience into thinking that his narrator has been chosen as receiver of visions sent by divine intervention. Furthermore, the first person narrative detaches his voice from a story that could potentially harm his reputation as a poet. It is through these mechanisms that he creates tension between truth and fiction. On one hand, he is leading the reader to believe in his vision, on the other, he is using this to blind-side him at the end of his story. 

Known as a master of language and literary devices, it is apparent that Chaucer’s House of Fame is a vehicle for publicizing his musings, but not without a catch. Upon a complete reading of the text, the reader is left not only questioning the rise to fame of those whom they have celebrated, but of the spoken word in general. It is not to say that the spoken word is intended as malicious by nature, but that it cannot always be trusted as truth. It is this message that completely discredits the validity of the story in its entirety. If Chaucer, or his narrator, is asking the reader to consider this idea, isn’t he also asking the reader to consider that his text may be false as well? The identities of the author/narrator/dreamer have until this point been so imprecise that they had become unimportant; Chaucer intentionally transferred the reader’s attention to the story and its importance.  It is here that the reader is reminded of the poet’s identity, as the falsehood of the tale begins to surface. What’s more interesting is that Chaucer has been allowed to write on such a controversial topic and then able to retract it, detaching him from any possible criticism. 
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