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Chaucer’s The House of Fame is a dream vision in the mode of Dante’s The Inferno.  As such, it follows the script of the poet being made privy to some of the universe’s grandest mysteries.  In this case, a golden eagle, sent by Jove, transports Chaucer to a place where human thoughts and words intersect and are presumably recorded.  The house he eventually sees is built atop a large rock of ice with names inscribed:

Tho sawgh I al the half ygrave

With famous folkes names fele

That had iben in mochel wele,

And her fames wide yblowe.

But wel unnethes koude I knowe

Any lettres for to rede

Hir names by; for, out of drede,

They were almost ofthowed so

That of the lettres oon or two

Was molte away of every name,

So unfamous woxe hir fame.

                   But men seyn, “What ever may laste?” (1136-47)

While the message here is obvious, namely that fame is fleeting, Chaucer seems to be doing some confusing things with it.  Firstly, the names on the back of the hill seem to be more permanent than those on the front, but they are still carved from ice.  Any slight change in conditions could erase those as well.  Perhaps only by chance has this other set of names survived.  On the other hand maybe they survive better precisely because they remain somewhat obscure, i.e. on the darker side of this block of ice.  Maybe the more notoriety a person gets, the more they become dull and indistinct, eventually not really resembling their original selves.  It’s difficult to sort out with any certainty.


The last sentence asks the question of “What ever may laste?”, since their names are seemingly never totally erased from the wall.  Chaucer may be saying that these men’s names continue on for the most part but their legacies are changed and corrupted by fame.  Another possibility is that the people themselves are changed by their fame over time.  Judging by the rest of the poem, it’s not hard to see that Chaucer sees fame as fickle in some cases and burdensome in others.  By casting himself as the character who receives this grand illumination, he is putting himself in a certain elite position as well.  If he distrusts fame so much it then begs the question of whether he thinks he’s exempt from this whole spectacle somehow. 
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