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Abstract

Although rehgxous docuine provxdes a ngld code’ of behavxour the pllgnms and

. U characters of Ihg_ggnmhm_'[nlgs do not always behave acording to this ideal, especially

when they behave scxually Through his use of pﬁdy, and by. ahucxpatmg certain
stereotyped responses from his readers, Chaucer ntrasts ideal and actual sexual

~ behaviour in such a way that the ideal bccomes a standard agajnst which the actual is

measured. The M111er, the Wife of Bath and the Merchant tell tales which lend themselves
to both patristic and” worldly readmgs By parodying religious music in the Miller's Tale,

Chauccr invites a patristic reading to condemin the characters while dcmonstratmg that
divine gracc embraces even sinners. In this tale the ideal and the human interpenetrate.

The foc of Bath employs rchglous emblems to defend her imperfect behaviour; however,
both her own tone -and Chaucer’s mampulanon of the emblems surrounding her encourage
the reader to quesuon her bchavxour while aplauding her spirit. The Wife perceives the
ideal as something separate from and inapplicable to her own life. Thc Merchant's Tale

‘invokes the ideal only to condemn human faults. In telling his tale the M,;rchant adopts a
~ bitter tqne wh1ch demands his characters be condemned. The progression in these three

reflects a pattern of narrowing vision. As all that the charactc_rs undertake becomes tainted

-with sin, the range of possible human actions becomes ever more circumscrib’cd Not

hmxtcd to the above three pilgrims, the pattern pervades the whole of Manmhmy_lalgs

" . Only at the end of The Canterbury Tales does Chaucer spiral the pattern back to its w1dcst

vision: . The Parson's Talc demonstrates how man‘s§ins may be forgiven, how man may

“be accepted despite his flaws. Although the Retractions continue the spiral of accgptance of

human flaws, they remain ambxguous Does Chaucer wish his feaders to reject those
works which lead to repentance, or does hc wish his rcaders to accept his works and lean
froni thcm" - - - )

\
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I. Introduction: Quilting the Pattern

\J
\3

" The tension between the human and the ideal, the struggle to hvc accordmg to d.wmc
standards in a less than divine world, is a major theme throughout
Chaucer portrays this tension over and over again, exploring how pcople y live and
contrasting this actual wuh the ideal for which they strive. Sex is a major motif in the tales,
and one that is useful for exploring the tension between the human and the ideal. In
Chaucer's time it was believed that sexual behaviour could send one to heaven or to hell.
People knew they should be governed,by church doctrine, by an ideal, but actually
performed sex in an earthly, human, and imperfect manner. In order to demonstrate both
the ideal and the human approach to sex, Chaucer employs parody and plays with the
potential msponscs(&hxs audience. Both parody and reader response theory demand that a
text be read on at least two levels simultaneously; Chaucer understands and exploits this
demand. By examining his manipulation of parody and reader response with regard to sex
in the Miller's Tale, the Wife of Bath's Tale, and the Merchant's Tale, we can perceive
"more clearly the tension between the human and the ideal and on which side of the debate
Chaucer ultimately places himself.
Linda Hutcheon describes the relationship between the first, parodied text, and the
second text, which is the parody:

Parody, therefore, is a form of imitation, but imitation characterized by -
ironic inversion, not always at the expense of the paredied text. .
Parody is, in another formulation, rcpctiti?n with critical distance,

which marks difference rather than similarity.
]

Hutcheon is discussing twentieth-century parody, where one text makes reference t{

another through parody. As she points out, neither the original text nor the parody itself

need be Adenigxated; however, comparison and judgement are an essential part of parody.

Once a reader notices the differences between the oi-iginal and the parody he will be tempted °
_ ~__ _

.
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_tddraw comparisons. The nature of the differerjces and the tone in which they are related
will determine whether the patody o the original is being judged.

I jntend to examine Chaucer's parodies of scriptural and courtly emblems in order to
discover what judgen'ments. if any, Chaucer wishes his audience to make. Chaucer u¥es
parody to cdmpare the ideal and the actual, the ideal then being the first text, the parodied
text; the actual being the second text, the parody ParodY implies a companson between the .
" actual and the ideal. Chaucer portrays the actual and clearly shows its flaws amd
limitations; however, within the actual Chaucer invokes the ideal, drawing upon a religious
emblem the reader should recognize. Parody does not necessitate satire: parody does not
so much ridicule the actual as provide an honest recognition of its flaws and a recognition
of the idea, the ideal, from which the actuality sprang or to which it aspires. It is this use
of parody which I shall be elucidating.

Although Hutcheon discusses only modem fiction and expliéitly states that she does
not intend'her theory of parody to be applied to any other era,2 to apply such a theory to
Chaucer is not completely unprecedented. Edmund Reiss has also suggested that Chaucer
uses parody as an implicit comparison: |

In parody . . . the given exists . . . as something inadequate, we go

. from it and call up an ideal that exists, as it were, behind it. This ideal is .
not contained or fully reflected in the given, as in satire. Rather, When
we call up the ideal, we are aware of the gap between it and the given.
} We see just how inadequate the given is, and in this awareness lies the
J creation of humor. But parody does not, like satire, just make fun of
the given: it insists that we see it in terms of sdmething that is adequate.
In having us call up this corrective, this ideal, gw given necessarily

brings into being an additignal frame of reference.

Parody implies humour and invites comparison but does not automatically demand’
mockery or condemnation.

Parody, thén, must necessarily, have two layers: the actual, with all‘its flaws and
inadequacies, and the ideal, the.wholé,yvhich exists-behind the actual and from which the
actual was drawn. Chaucer's ideal, his first text,¥onsists of religious emblems from his
time: biblical allusions and imagety, single words with religious cennotatjons, allusions
and imagery from medieval stories about saints and biblical characters. B;" interweaving

L)
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these emblems with characters from The Cagterbury Tales Chaucer is providing a potential
source for judging the characters; they may be enhanced, denigrated, or merely made
funny. Perhaps Hutcheon provides the best criteria for recognizing parody:

The ideological status of parody is paradoxical, for parody presupposes
. both authority and its transgression, or, as we have just seen, repetition
and difference.* (my emphasis)

P
That Chaucer employed parody for its layered’effect cannot be doubted. And for Chaucer
the ideal and the actual were epitomized in the attitudes towards sex of his revered church,
and his beloved human world.

Parody is not only a device for facilitating comparison and judgement, it is also
funny. As well as manipulating the comédy of discrepancy between the ideal and the
actual, Chaucer plays upon-the.humour inherent in that particular ideal which he has
chosen. Both parody and medieval humour are based on reference. In the medieval world,
all things may be compared to Chaucer's chosen ideal: God's creation. Necessarily, all
things fall short of this standard and again there is humour in this discrepancy.d _Not only
Chaucer's choice of ideal standard, but also of actual with which to compare it creates
humour. Chaucer is comparing human behaviour with a religious ideal. Everyone in his
audience is capable of the same sins and by describing human behaviour Chaucer provides
the humour of identil*'xcationo.6 There #re, however, various types of "humour in the
Canterbury Tales. By changing his tone, Chaucer is able to enhance or mitigate the
comedy of parody so that.the humcf inay be joyous, black, or anything in between.

Chaucer's ideal standard of sexual behaviour was provided by the church. In
_ Chaucer's day the church dictated the ideals of behaviour for most facets of life, including
sexual relationships. The church accumulated rules from one thousand years, rules of
moral, Christian conduct: doctrine. Doctrine not only defines the best, how one should
best conduct oneself, but also allows for the fallible and imperfect and seeks remedies for
sinners. Doctrine, dc'(r‘eloping as it does over many years, places, and situations, does not
remain static, but is constantly in flux, growing, changing, and contradicting itself.
Although as a result of this growth differences of opinion existed in Chaucer's time, for
convenience I will treat doctrine in Chaucer's time as if it were a consistent set of rules, and
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1 will outline below those rules which are important for this discussion of The Canterbury
Tales. . )

Doctrine developed from the writings of various church fathers.” Each church father
was reacting to the problems of his own particular jime and personality, and the writing of
cach was modified by those who came after him. The two majer church figures upon

. whose writings [ will base gy account of sexual doctrine are St. Augustine and St. Thomas
Aquinas. Aquinas took the/authority for many of his ideas from Augustine, and Aquinas,
by ‘thauccr's time, was t(\e accepted spokesman for thcologicd teaching, especially

‘teaching on marriage.8 : ”‘

According to doctrine, there were three acceptable states of sexual existence:
virginity, widowhood, and marriage. These are the ideals. Medieval church authorities
agree that virginity is the best state of sexual being. Consecrated to God rather than to the
things of th¥s world, a virgin must be so willingly or the virtue is ncgatcd;9 her virginity
must be spiritual as well as physical. Virginity is recommended for both men and women.
Widowhood is the secondbest state of sexual bcing.lo Altheugh it is not as perfect as
virginity, for physical perfection has been lost, widowhood can have the same beneficial
dedication to God.11 Of the acceptable states of sexual being, marriage is the least perfect.
However, this is not to say that the married are not among the. blessed; Augustine
vociferously condemns the Manichean heresy which would place the married among the
damned.12 Marriage is the state which Chaucer most commonly depicts.

Sex within marriage is the only morally acceptable form of sexual activity, yet even
within marriage there are limitations placed on the reasons for which a couple may indulge
in sexual intercourse. Sex-is always accompanied by the sin of concupiscence; the three
goods of marriage mitigate this sin and thus designate those situations where sex is

“allowed. Augustine details the three goods of marriage as children, faithfulness, and the
sacramental nature of marriagc.13 Thus sex in ;narriage can always be undertaken if the
aim is to conceive children, and it is a'lowed t0 prevent one's spouse from lusting after
another and straying oytside of marriage. This yielding to a spouse's desire is designated
rendgring the marriage debt. Aquinas sums up the rationale: sex is allowed in marriage in

to prevent sexual sin outside of marriage. 14

Augustine believes that concupiscence accompanies any sex act and is mitigated only



by one of the goods of rnarriaiéd 15 'Cbncupisccnéc is the unreasonablé desire of anything,
not neccssanly sex. 16 Lustful sex is pot necessarily mmgated by a good of marriage, and

"+ thus the medieval theologlans debated whether or not lustful sex was venially or mortally

sinful. ththcr lustful sex within marriage is mortally or only vcmally sinful is irrelevant
to my-dxscussmn what i§ important is that sex, cvcn thhm the bounds of matnmony, can
be labelled sinful. -

Thag sexual acuvuy outside of marnagc is mortally sinful was unchallengcd in
~ Chagcer's time. There dre two poss1blc types of sexual acuv1ty outside of marriage:
adulfery and fornication.” Adultery, s Aqumas defines it, is entenng a bcd not ones
owr/,17 'sexual intercourse wherein one of the partners is married to: someone else.
~Fornication is sexual intercourse wherein neither of the partners is mamcd 1871 W111 use
- these terms with this dcgrcc of spcmficuy throughout the discussion. Sex within 1 marriage

wxll be called marital ntercourse. Unlike adultery and fornication, this term carries no
moral Judgcmcnt whether marital intercourse is 1awfu1 or sinful must be determmed from
the context within which Chaucer deplcts it. S ‘
The standards set by the church, the standards of doctrine, afe disseminated through
Ih;_ﬂmmumm_gs with Chaucer relymg on the audience's knowledge and application of
‘doctrine and by prompting that knowlcdge whenever necessary. 19 Chaucer often uses
biblical allusxon or borrows biblical imagery; he makes use of imagery which is not strictly
- .biblical, but whlch the church has adopted; he alludes to morality plays and even retells
some of the saints' legends. Like the direct references to doctrine, these emblems invoke
_ the ideal of the church; assuming, of course, that the audience can rccognizé the original
source and relate the ongmal to the present context. Owst has shown concluswely that
“such an assumptwn can be made about Chaucers audience.20: Thus any biblical allusxon
or imagery, no matter how contextually. mapproprlate, has the potential for parodic mtent
the ideal is mvoked alongslde the actual 21 '
. The church _presents one 1dea1 standard for sex. However even within the standards
of doctrine, sex is only grudgmgly allowed; sex is not recognized as lovmg or ]oyful and i
is actively discouraged. Priests giving confcssxon make a practice of lookmg especially for
sexual 5in.22 Chaucer knows that sex in the human world has a different meamng from
. the.ong docmnc assigns it; he 1s’we11 ayam of the potential j joy and love in se)é,ual activity.

-
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In order to accornniodate their more worldly conceptions of sex, Chaucer's contemporaries
developcd a secular, human standard for sexual activity: the courtly love codg.

Courtly love is a formalized code of service, courtship, and love- makmg whose
standards come from hteragure. It is unknown whether or not courtly love actually was

‘standards have the same validity as church standards. Although it is not an ideal, courtly .

: p%cticcd; however, Chaucer applies its emblems and standards to his characters as if thcsy
. love provides a second standard. Courtly love was probably not called such by thelpcop' e

who wrote its rule§ and stories; in fact, even the rules différ for different placc§/." 3
However, it is possible to generé.lize some of the rules of courtly love. Courtly lo/é is a
“perfect” love; it is a love which ennobles the lover and engenders virtue in him. 24 Itisa
love which must be kept secret, eveit though it is not necessarily sexual. 25 Coﬁmly love
can exist only between a man and a woman whoare not married to each othct 26 Finally,

courtly love changes the rules of gender dominance. In medieval society, man is dominant:
he has a greater lcgal identity as well as social advantages such as “education and
inheritance. Church doctrine states that in marriage the husband shou{d rule the family,
although he should not overly oppress his wife. In courtly love, on the other hand ‘the

woman has dommance The man sues for her favour, which she grants or withholds as A
she plcases However, once they agrec to become lovers, cacl; ‘one strives-to plcasc the

other and neither commands.27 o / ‘ »
The rules above define courtly love as I wxll bc cmpléymg the term;28 only afew

_ additions should be made. E.T. Donaldson notes that w/ British romances courtly love
. tends to end in marriage, 29 and H. A. Kelly points out ;ﬁat this is almost always the case

/
with Chaucer's lovers.30 Further a particular ritual ofcourtshx&ls mvanably employed by

~ the hopcful lover: he fears the lady’' s rejection, but ycgs her fa¥our anyway; he cannot-eat

or sleep; he threatens to die if she rejccts him. Tms ritual is the major emblem of courtly
love; by playing upon it Chaucer mampulates anpthcr source of parody.

~Although I shall not be examining Chaucer's courtly romances, I shall examine two
of the fabliaux, two parodies of courtly lo,ve.‘31 Like courtly romarnces, the subjcﬁ:t ‘matter —

~ of the fabliaux is-illicit love; the fabliaux, however, mock the ricual courtship and question

the pu.rportc&ly sexless ideal of courtly love.32 These same fﬁ{)liaux also parody church

standards. In a single tale Chaucer is thus able to compare his charactcrs to both an ideal



and a human standard. (\,M N
- Parody requires an audience capable of thought, of comparing and judging. The
audience must recognize the inadequacies of the actual and must superimpose the ideal.
* Parody requires reader response.>3 No matter how well a work is written, an audience '
will‘interpret or pick out ;ﬁé significance of a text according to the audience's own
, biases.34 This Subje‘ctlve interpretation is the reader response. The audience need not be
real; it can be iniagihary, a fictitions being whose responses the author is able to predict and
thus cater to, deny, or comment upon. Yet an author-can never account for all potential
audiences, for the significance of a text will always be based on the responses of a real
reader. Wolfgang Iser defines the differerte between the meaning and the significance of a
text: the meaning is what the author puts in the text; the s1gmﬁcance is what the reader gets
“out.35 Of course, a good author will mcorporate many meanings into his text, and agood

reader will discover more than one 51gn1ﬁcance Interpretatxon is"a cooperattve effort.
between author and reader, and the good atithor not only recogmzes this, but also uses it to -

his advantage. Significance, then, is not merel {ubjecnve, the reader must react
intelligently to what is actually in the text, althoq t*eacts w1thm the limitations of his
own bias. Like parody, reader resporise allows fou d,tfferent layers in the text Different
audiences will obtain different significahces, and the author may allow for several types of
audience and play to them within the text.36 . . .~ S

' “The term "reader response theory" is mode‘m rather than med1eva1 but its principles

were -obviously known to Chaucer, and we can’ apply the theory in order to understand
better Ihg_Qanm:bnm_Ialﬁ Chaucer -allows for several audlences, two of which he
acknowledges dxrectly within the text: the pilgrims and the audlence which Chaucer the
pilgrim i is addressmg In the head- and end-lmks Chaucer provides the pilgrims' responses
as well as’ Chaacer the pilgrim's address to an audience no?éorporated into The
Canmb.ury_T.alei those who will read,the tales he is transcribing. There are more
audiences for Ihg_CamgﬂanIalgs than these two. The teller is another, more complex,
audience. Ftrst he is an audience to his oewn, tale; he reacts to it during. the telling. '
Secondly, he may provide 2 an audience by trying to evoke a certain Tesponse, as the Clerk
~ does in his condemnation of Walter. Moreover, there is more than one teller for each tale:
the pilgrim, Chaucer the pilgrim, and Chaucer are all telling the tale, each with different -
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monves and dxffcrent audiences.’

!

+ Inhis General Prologue, Chaucer explxcxtly acknowledges his readmg audlencc and .
points out to them that they must: be ready to look for levcls in the tales:

But first I pray yow, of youre curteisye,
That ye n'arette it nat my vxlcynyc,
Thogh that I pleynly speke in this mateere,
- To telle yow hir wordes and hir cheere,
Ne thogh I speke hir wordes proprely.
For this ye knowen al so wel as I,
Whoso shal telle a tale after a man,
. - He moot reherce as ny as evere he kan -
) * Everich a word, if it be«in his charge, -
Al speke he never so rudeliche and Jarge,
Or ellis he moot talle his tale untrewe,
__* Or feyne thyng, o fynde wordes newe.
He may nat spare althogh he were his bmthcr
He moot as wel seye o word as another.
Crist spak hymself ful brode in hooly writ,

Andwel ye woot no vileynyé is it.

Eek Plato seith, whoso that kan‘hym rede,
The wordes moote be cosyn to the dede, _ :
Also 1 prey yow to foryeve it me, . , "
Al have I nat set folk in hir degree | ’
Heere in this tale, as that they sholde stonde.
My wit is sgg;rt, ye may wel undcrstondc
(I, 725-46)

Chaucer claims he reports the pilgrimS’ ;‘wordcs and hir chcérc"' already he is pointing out
two levels. Compared with readmg only a tale, reading a tale in the context of what we
know; about its teller enhances and changes the mtcrprctauon Chaucer insists that he must
 be true to the words of the original teller and begs our forgiveness not for creating, but for
‘ranscribing. However, at the end of his apology, Chaucer reminds us that he is, after all,
kcreating' By humbly apologizing for not describing the pilgrims hierarchically, he reminds
his audience that he can write whatever he pleases. The audience must, therefore, be ready |
to look for different levels and willing to interpret. '

Chaucer knows that hxs audxence consists of many people, each of whom has many
biases and methods of interpretation. I believe that because Chaucer could not anticipate all

S

-
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-thc reactions of every member of his audlence, he chose several stereotyp1ca1 readers
whose responses he could anucxpate, encourage, Or mitigate. These readers do not exist,

yet gheir responses may be part of the reacttqn of a rpal readet. One potential reader is the
patristic reader, the person who diligently searches the tale for the moral teachmg which -

_ medleval artistic theory claims must be there,,dn fact the patnstrc reading is one which

should be examined whenever a religious emblem is recogmzed Chaucer is too good an
author to be employing religious allusions without a purpose Although the characters in

, the tales- use only the empty forms of religion, the reader is constantlf made aware of
religion because these forms are so often touched upon. 38 Another-potenual reader is the

lea,rned reader, the well-read audience. Such a reader can be assumed to be familiar with
both the courtly romances and the fabhaux and to know what to expect from the M111er ‘A

third potential reader is the worldly reader. Although this reader recognizes sin and

Understands its consequences, he is forgiving, wﬂlmg to laugh mdulgently because he can
picture himself i in the same situation. For the purposes. “of my discussion I have assumed
that both the patristic and the worldly readers are 1eamed. 'ﬂtese two responses will form

the basis of my investigation into Chaucer's mampulguon of reader response. Of course
~these are but two responses from among the mynad. Chaucer must have received from his
court audience.

It is 1mposmblc now for us to deterrmne the nature of the court audience. There

.‘remruns no record of its reacnon to Chaucer's work, no certification of i its patronage We

do not know whether the court laughed at the same things we do, or whether individuals
caught allusions. We do'noteven know ‘whether it was privileged to hear Chaucer s works
more than once. However, we can make some assumptlons about the co o great
author writes without knowmg that his work is nothmg unless it reaches an audience: -
"thhout an aud1ence there is no meaning."39 ‘Thus we must assume that the court
audtence for"‘;{hom Ih:_Camﬁ_b_um_’[al,u was being wntten must have 1ncorporated

readers whose potential response equals those listed above.

Chaucer's audience today consists of all potentlal atidiences: the cnncs the scholars,
the students, the pe0ple who read him. The patristic reader, the learned reader, and the

- worldly reader are all incorporated i in today's modern readers. I shall be detallmg two of
‘these responses, and because I am aware of them, and also a reader, ' I shall no doubt

i
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- of the divine: the Miller's Prologue and Talé and the Reeve's Prologue which links to it;

“ 10

incorporate them i into my own individual significance of the text

Both parody and reader respd7nse theory provide so_roe means for uncovenng levels in
The Canterbury Tales. ‘As these levels are uncovered, they reveal a basic tension between
sex and religion. We hdve pamally discussed the fact of this tension in church doctrine.
Yet this is not merely a tension between sex and religion; it ¢ can be symbohcally extended to
a larger tension in The Canterbury Tales, the tension between how people should behave
and how they do behave, between the ideal world and the human world. The world of the
ideal is most strongly informed by doctrme, the human by how people actually interact. By
manipulating religious emblems, Chaucer employs parody to reinforce this tension.” While
a worldly meding’of a tale as plot rnay conflict with a patristic interpretation of the doctrine -

invoked through parody, that patristic mterpretanon may confhct with the narrator's tone. -

Does Chaucer resolve the tension ‘between the ideal and the human in Ihe_anmhm
Tales? . , . -

The tales I have chosen explore the tension between the human world and the world

Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale and the Friar's Prologue which links to it;"and tfie
Merchant's Prologue, Tale, and Epilogue. The end-links are necessarys for they depict the
pilgrims' responses to the tales just told. Each tale demons = arlawareness of both the
human and the divine, all use parody, but in ¢ach case the companson between the 1deal .

~ and the actual reveals a different vision, -

€ Miller, the Wifé of Bath, and the Merchant reflect a
progression which I a pattern. The vision of human activity portrayed by these three
tales ison ich narrrows. Reacting drfferently to tl* problem of humanactivity .,
dominated by sin, these pilgrims speak in different tones. The Miller gleefully accepts his' -

_-The different visions

~ *hero and heroine despite their sins. Although the Wife of Bath vociferously defends what

she perceives to be her rights, she remains unconvinced that hers is the best way of life.
The Merchant depicts human failings in all therr vulganty and condemns the people who
sin. The pattern of these»taies grows in such a way tha; any hum%n action which does not
conform with doctnne is rejected. However, the pattern in the whole of the Camx_b_ua
Tales is not linear but spiral; at the end of the Qanmhum_’[‘al;s the vrsron broadens %0 that
man can sin without being etemally condemned
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When read pamsncally, the Miller's Tale condemns the acuons of all the characters
1nvolved, the constant rehglous allusion invokes the doctrine agamst which they all fall
short.  Yet the response to the Mlllers Tale is one of joy: it is an exuberant tale whlch
celebrates life. Inthe Mxllers Tale the world of the human and the warld of the divine are °
not separate; they overlay one another, interlacing in ‘'such a way that|the divine not only

~ shows up the inadequacies of the human, but embraces them, allows for them, and makcs
them into part of a larger whole. Here the vision is at its widest, anid the pattern is at its
beginning to which it will return only slightly changed. '
~ Of Chaucer's pllgnms, the Wife of Bath is the strongest voice of the human world.
She is of the human world; she loves the human world; and still she senses-the madequacy _
of her vision. The Wife of Bath does not conduct her own life according to the ideal of
~ doctrine, yet she senses that the ideal does exist. To her_,-the human world is separate from
the world of the ideal, and the ideal remains unattaiffible. The vision is nar;owing the
ideal and the human no longer intermingle, and in followmg the human something is lost
" The Merchant's Tale is perhaps the bitterest tale told on the Canterbury pllgnrnage
Af_As teller, the Merchant condemns everyone in the tale: all are blamed, but none are
~ punished. A patristic reading, which the Merchant invites, is even more damning: the
: character§ will be judged by God, and in the divine scale they weigh even lighter than in the
" human.. The Merchant imposes the. ideal world upon the human in such a way that the -
“human is shown to be inadequate and the divine is limited to condemning' those
inadequacies. Here the vision is narrowest and mankind Iooks irredeemable.

I'shall exammet‘he Mlller the Wife of Bath, and the Merchant in that order because it
is the order relative to each other that they would occupy even if The Canterbury Tales werev-
complete Despite the debate concerning.the ordenng of all the tales, this ordering is
unquesuonable The Miller's Tale belongs to the first fragment: all the head- and end-links

are intact. Thus it is the first of our three. The Merchaat's Tale makes rcference to the
" Wife of Bath, both calling her by name and alludmg to statements made in her Prologue.
Such reference would be impossible had not the Wife of Bath spoken before the Merchant.
Thus the Wife of Bath's is the second tale, and the Merchant's is the last. The pattern
revealed by this chronology is one of narrowing vision. The Miller depicts the furnan and
the ideal without conflict; the Wife of Bath depicts them as separate worlds, disjunct and
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never touching; the Merchant depicts the humJn and the ideal limiting each other. -

" However, the pattern does not stodlywuh the Merchant's Tale The emi of the
Qamgxbmm returns to the position thdt man is not necessarily damned In his tale, the
Parson dcmonstratcs how man may gain-salvation through repentance. His vision is wider
than even the Miller's, for he embraces man despxte man's sins, and it is the fullness of
" doctrine which encourages him to do so. The pattern has returned to its beginning and - -
ascended. The Rctracnons, then, are a fitting capstone for the whole of The Canterbury
Tales. Traced from the Miller through the Wife of Bathyo the Merchant, secular art has a
linear pattern. Only a devotional work, the Parson's Tale, returns complete vision and
moves the pattern into a spiral. Because his secular art has limited him in this way,
Chaucer retracts it; the Retractions are his act of contrition. Chaucer chooses wholeness of
vision and the divine. But if Chaucer has, in fact, rejected secular art, why does he ask that\
it be read indulgently; why does he not ask that it not be read at all? The Rétractions are a

fitting end for the Canterbury Tales; howcvcr, thcy do not finally rcsolve all the problems
. and ambiguities of the work. 5

oy

+
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II. The Miller

Of the three secular tales I will be examining, the Miller's Tale is the most accepting
 of <hurrlan failings. However, the message of the tale is not an unadulterated lauding of all
human activity. Two opposing responses to the Miller's Tale are the patristic and the
_worldly. For the patristic reader the tale is a condemnation of those who disobey doctrine.
For the worldly reader who sees and values the joy, the tale is a sprightly lark, a joke with
a certain rough j | Jusuce These two responses are seemingly mutually exclusive; however,
they are both valid, and they are reconciled by Chaucer's use of parody. ~In the Miller's
Tale Chaucer parodies stories from the Bible, religious tradmons, and divine harmony; he
also parodies courtly love. Chauceg sets up a contrast between the world as it would be if it
followed doctrine and the world as it a.c%.\ﬁlly exists. He does not, however, reject the one
in favour of the other. Chaucer uses parody to reconcile the differences and-to show that
even the sinners are included in Cods world: the divine and the human interpenetrate. The
patnstlc response and the worldly response can be sxmultaneo?sly accommodated in the
. Mxller s Tale.

" The pamstxc reader always searches for a moral interpretation. A patnsuc audience
looks for the biblical a.nﬂ/ liglous parody, knowing that the background of doctrine |
‘invokes an ideal. The characters in the tale are measured against that ideal, and when they
fall short, they are condemned. A patristic audience must believe that Chaucer has
deliberately alluded to rehgxous texts in order to provoke the comparison, and thus Chaucer
must desire a Judgemental response. | shall be. using ﬂ W. Robertson Jr. as my model for
the patristic reader, although I shall also draw on other critics for their elucidations of
: relxgmus parody in the Miller's Tale. Robertson's patristic reading is well argued and
suppomed. however, I believe that it limits the tale more than Chaucer intended. Robertson
. acknowledges the humour in the Miller's Tale, but claims that this humour in no way
lessens Chaucer's intention that the reader condemn the actions of the characters. !
Robertson's opinion: is not universally held: R. K. Root claims that the emphasis in the

i
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- Miller's Tale is on the joke rather than the immoralit 2 These two opinions appear

irreconcilable; however, by maintaining a light-hearted ahd exuberant tone throughout the

tale, Chaucer manipulates religious parody so that these v1 ws can be reconciled. ‘
_ Chaucer ensures'that a joyous response to the Millegls Tale must be accounted for; he

illastrates one such response through his pilgrim audxc -"* | ‘

Whan fol,k hadde laughen at this nyce c gy

Of Absolon and hende Nicholas, RN
Diverse folk diversely they-spdfG : kA VR
But for the moore part they I3

ym grcve, "*‘

‘ - Ne at this tale I saugh no ..;ffv t
' But it were oonly Osewold the Reve.
(I 3855-60)

The pilgrims have enjoyed the tale; they havc accepted itsl fun and mischief. Nor is this
response invalid; Chaucer has deliberately written a tale that has a playful tone. Only
"Osewold the Reve" does not like the Miller's tale: o

By cause he was of carpenteris craft,
A litel ire is in his herte ylaft;
He gan to grucche, and blamed it a lite.
(1, 3861-63)
- : L ™
The Reeve does not objcct to the Miller's Tale because it is immoral; hc objects because he
used to be a carpenter and he suspects that the Miller is mocking him. Again, this response
recognizes the laué'htpg the tale evokes rather than the tale's moral implications.
Nor does the Miller expect his audience to be looking for a moral in his tale.
Although he apologizes for his tale, he apologizes not for the content but for his own

- drunkenness:

"Now herkneth," quod the Millere, "alle and some!
But first I make a protestacioun
That I am dronke, I knowe it by my soun;
. And therfore if that I mysspeke or seye,
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Wyrte it the ale of Southwerk, I you preye.

For I wol telle a legende and a lyf g ,
Bothe of a carpenter and of his wyf, L
How that a clerk hath set the wrightes cappe.”

{, 3136-43) :

The Miller apologxzes for neither the content of his talc. nor for the crudc language: he
attributes such misspeaking to the ale. Yet the Miller does not speak crudely; even when he
tells of adultery his words are not vulgar. Unlike the vulgar dcscnpuon of sexual
intercourse in the Merchant's Tale, Nicholas and Alisoun's love-making is linked to music
and described lyrically.

Chaucer the pilgrim also comments on thc Miller's tale before it is told, and he does
apologize for the immoral content: '

* What sholde I moorc seyn, but this Mﬂlcm
- He nolde his wordes for no man forbere, :
But tolde his cherles tale in his manere.
.- Mathynketh that I shal reherce it heere.
, And ore every gentil wightI preys,
For Goddes love, demeth nat that I seye
Of yvel entente, but for I moot reherce
Hir tales alle, be they bettre or werse,
Or elles falsen som of my mateere.
And therfore, whoso list it nat yheere,
Turhe over the leef and chese another tale;
- For he shal ynowe, grete and smale,
Of storial thyng Bat toucheth gentillesse,
And eek moralitee and hoolynesse.
Blameth nat me if that ye chese amys.
The Millere is a cherl, ye knowe wel this; -
7 So was the Reve eek and othere mo, S
And harlotrie they tolden bothe two.
Avyseth yow, and put me out of blame;
And eck men shal nat maken emest of game.
d, 3167-86)

\

Chaucer the pilgrim acknowledges that the subject matter of the Miller's Tale is immoral,
bat insists that the tale is meant only for fun: it is "game.” As J. Richardson points out,
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Chaucer is using his pilgrim's voice for irony: the Miller's Tale is more than merely a
game, it has a serious message. Chauger is actually encouraging a patristic reading.3
When one returns to this apology aftér reading the tale and remembery the religious
emblems, the tale demands to be reread in an earnest patristic manner, If Chaucer's
apology ends on an ironic note, could it also be ironic elsewhere? Chaucer the pilgrim says
that the Mlllcr "toldc his cherles tale in his manere” (I, 3169), but the tale 1s. in fact,
flawlessly told. As previously-pointed out, the style is not vulgar; rather the Mlllcr $ Tale
is a well-executed work of art, complex and umﬁcd the tale is not told in a churl's manner.
The content of the tale is crude; however, this fault is rendeged Jaughable and even
appealing by the narrator's tone. In the apology addre{sed to his readers Chaucer gives
two messages: he encourages a patristic reading, and he encourages reading for tone.

" Throughout the rest of my discussion I will be referring to both Chaucer and the
Miller as the. teller of this tale. Both, of course, are the tellers, and they are working
simultaneously but on different levels. The Miller is mainly concerned with telling the plot
and mocking courtly love. Although he wishes to tell a merry tale, he is probably more
interested in content than in style Chaucer, on the other hand, very carefully controls the
style, and it is he who manipulates religious emblems for the purpose of parody. The
fiction that the Miller is telling h#% own tale is well maintained but not flawlcss I shall
discuss the Miller as teller after we have examined the tale.

The Patristic audience recognizes religious parody and views it as a condemnation of
the characters who act against doctrine. The Miller's Tale’certainly portrays actions
demanding condemnation; it is a tale of adultcry, a mortal sin, and pamcular religious
emblems, parodied by the actions of the characters in the tale,. aid the condemnation.
Absolon's name, for instance, is an obvious allusion to the Absalom of the Old Testament.
Chaucer does not parody the biblical story with this use of the name; rather he indicates
Absolon's character through allusion. In the Middle Ages Absalom had a reputation of

effeminacy;4 this certainly agrees with the description of Absolon in the Miller's Tale. As
 well, Absalom bctrayed his fat,her; the name is not one to inspire trust.

A different emblem mvolvmg Abso]Qn plays on hxs description rather than his name.
Chaucer echoes the Song of Songs m the dcscnpub‘n of Absolon: as R. E. Kaske points
out, he provides Absolon with some of the charac‘n:fisucs of the Sponsus.d J. Wimsatt

: »
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also recognizes these echoes, such as Absolon's hair spreading out like the hair of the

Sponsus.® The Sponsus was allegorized as Christ, and Absolon, as part of the clergy, is
supposed to perform the function of Christ.7 Absolon's ties to the Song of Songs are
reinforced when he sings phrases from thxs poem to Alisoun. 8 :

Chaucer's multiple allusions to tthong of Songs exist for parodic effect. The
Middle Ages refused to recognize that the Song of Songs was about secular, romantic love.
Instead, the Sponsa and the Sponsus were allegorized so that their meanings fit a more -
divine love. The Sponsus was often allegorized as Christ, and the Sponsa was either the
church or the soul. The Sponsus \could also be allegorized®s the Holy Spirit, and the
Sponsa could be th€ Blessed Virgin.9 Absolon does not live up to the ideal portrayed by
the Sponsus; his is neither a holy nor a virtuous love. He loves Alisoun, or so he tells her,
and she is mamed Moreover, as part of the clergy, Absolon is sworn to celibacy.. Against -
the ideal of the Sponsus, Absolon is inadequate and a patristic reader may condemn him for
his failure. However, several modem critics have adopted a more worldly attitude and
view the parody of the Song of Songg as funny rather than damning. Kaske claims that the
motif of the Song of Songs provides a moral edge for the tale without diminishing the
comédy.lo Absolon is judged, but not rejected. Parody reconciles the condemnation and
the humour in such a way that neither view completely dominates the other. )

A second source of parody in the Miller's Tale is the marriage of John and Alisoun:
their marriage resembles the marriage of Joseph and Mary. Again, parody provides the
potential for a patristic reading. Like Joseph, John is a carpenter:

' ‘Whilom ther was dwellynge at Oxenford
- A riche gnof, that gestes heeld to bord,
: And of his craft he was a carpenter.
(1, 3187-89)

\

£
The medieval morality plays depicted Mary and Joseph as young\ and old respectively.
Joseph, in at least one play, fears he has become a cuckold when his young wife, )
~ supposedly 8 virgin, tells him that she is prdgnant.ll The marriage of John and Alisoun is
" a marriage between young and old, and because of this John worries that he might be a

i
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cuckold:

This carpentethaddcweddedneweawyf ,.
Which that he lovede moore than his 1yf; N
Of eighteteene yeer she was of age. -
Jalous he was, and heeld hire narwe in chgr.. .
For she was wylde agd yong, and he was old,
And demed hymself been lik a cokewold.
1, 3221-26)

As well, Alisoun is surrounded by allusions to Mary. As the Spoﬁsa in Absolon's version
of she Song of Songs she may be allegorized as Mary. Nicholas' songs,if we infer that he
is singing them for and about Alisoun, also imply that Alisoun is Mary:

And Angelus ad virginem he song;
And after that he song the Kynges Noote.
d, 3216-17) , )

Angelus ad virginem is a song about the annfinciation, and J. Gellrich has offered sound
evidence that the "Kynges Noote" continugs the amfur‘lkiation motif.12 Theology
surrounding the annunciation offers one further ion }bctwecn Alisoun and Mary.

Like the weasel of the medieval bestiaries, Mary was s / have conceived through her
ear. Alisoun is also described as a weasel:13 j

,1

M AN
%air was this yonge wyf, and therwithal
As any wezele hir body gent and smal.
(1, 3233-34)

™ The comparison between the marriage of John and Alisoun and the marriage of
Joseph and Mary is parodic: it is repetition with a difference. By resembling the cr)nblem.
the marriage of John and Alisoun invokes the ideal, but Alisoun acts against it. As the
Blessed Virgin, Mary helped men resist temptation by turning them away from earthly
love.l4 Alisoun attracts and encourages secular love; she is an unlikely Mary. The
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marriage of Joseph and Mary was consxdered an attalnable human ideal. 15 Joseph and
~ Mary were faithful to each other, raised a Chlld, and yet had no sexual relauonshlph
Allsoun and John are a poor second Presumably they have a sexual relationship, yet they
have no chddren, and Alisoun i is unfanhful to her husband Although John is exempt from
the sin of adultety, he is gullty of’ loving Alisoun too much. " According to a patristic
readmg, Alisoun and John are condemned through the implicit comparison of their
- marriage with the marriage of Joseph and Mary, a comparison made possible thro"ugh
parody S ° g.s
Another emblem which prov1des the TiPst text of parody is the story of Noah's ﬂood
Ghaucer uses the flood in 4 complex parody whlch condemns the characters from the
-Miller's Tale by comparmg them with the ideal Noah embodies. Npah's: obedlence to God
. prov1des an ideal example of how people should submit to God's law. 'By claiming it is
" God' s will that they be saved Nicholas casts John and himself in the roles of Noah and his
. famlly HoWever, Nicholas and John are unlikely virtuous me¢n for whose sake the world
will be saved. Nicholas is arrogant, blasphemous, and lecherous; John is 1gnorant
\fanhless, and selﬁsh .They do not even aspire to the 1dea1 portrayed by Noah. As well,
the love of Alisoun which prompts both Nrcholas and John to act becomes petty and gmal
when compared with the divine love God displays in the story of Noah's flood.
Nicholas assumeur h1mself the role’ of God: he creates. the flood by predlctmg it.
of course, Nicholas knows there will be no second ﬂood, he 1s using the biblical story as a
“means for committing adultery. Moreover Nicholas assumes God's role%y claiming that
“he will save himself, John and Alisoun from the flood. Only God has this power.
Nxcholas arrogance is most unlike Noah s humble obedlence . '
: In order for his plan to work Nlcholas must convince John thawohn 1s to be the
“second Noah : '

"Now John," quod. Nicholas, "I wol nat lye;
T have yfounde in myn asu-ologye,, S
As I have looked in the midone bright,
That now a Monday next, at quarter nyght,
Shal falle a reyn, and that so wilde and wood,
That half so greet was nevere Noes flood. o

LT T T I R T R S S S T S R Y
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Yet I shal saven hire [Alisoun] and thee and me. c- ‘
Hastow nat herd hou saved was Noe, . ‘

Whan that oure Lord hadde wamed hym biforn

That al the world with water sholde be lom"" :

{d, 3513- 35) Wb’ N ' -

RN R
REE

1

That John should play the part of Noah is not mappropnatc in the morahty plays of
Chaucer's time Noah was portrgyed as %carpcntcr and an old man, just as John is in the
Miller's Tale. 16 Nlcholas, however, has chosen thc story of the flood and placed John in |
_the role of Noah for the purposes of his plan rathcr than for the superficial rcscmblahcc
between the two men. As both Nicholas and John kriow, in the morality plays Noah
- complains because his wife, a shrewish scold, will not board the ark when he asks her
10,17 Nicholas cites Noah's complaints as a reason \_-avh‘y“John and Alisoun should have
separate tubs: ' | o ' |

"Hastou nat herd," quod Nicholas, "alsc:
The sorwe of Noe with his felawshipe, |
. Er that he myghte gete his wyf to shipe?
Hym hadde be levere, I dar wel undertake , -
At tfilke tyme, than alle his wetheres blake =~ - : .
~ That she hadde had a shlp hirself allone,” ™ o :
(1, 3538-43)

e

g
John will not know if Alisoun leaves her tub. - : A
- Noah's flood was often cited as an instance of God's love. 18 Instead of klllmg all
mankind because of their sins; G -saved some. “God also promised never to drown the
* world again. This instance of divine love is opposed to Nicholas' reason for inV‘oking
Noah's flood: his lust for Alisoun. John beheves in the flood and his first thought is to
save Alisoun; however, this care is only superficially selfless. Alisoun'is the obiject of -
John's comfort and lust; sHe is important only ‘because she is the best thing John owns. 19 ‘
To the patristic rcadcr, the contrast betwecn God's caritas and John s and Nxcholas
cupiditas is clear, and®nce agam the charactcrs suffer by companson : |
Nicholas easily convinces John that there is to be a second flood, and John's
creduhty helps to condemn him. Assuming God's authonty, Nicholas decrccs that John~ -

14
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’ ‘may save Ahsoun as well as himself. John's eagerness to do so is not based on obedience
to God, it is based cither on ignorance or on a lack of faith. After Noah's flood God set
His bow in the clouds as a promise that He would never again destroy the world through -
flooding. John has forgotten this promise, o, remembermg it, does not trust God to keep
it. Because the audience knows what John should know the patristic reader condemns
John for his reenactment of the flood. v ‘ '

| The characters of the Nl.lller’s Tale are not only condemned because they fall short of
the ideal represented by the story of Noah's flood, they are also punished, presumably for

. their falhngs Noah's flood effected,a cleansing of the earth this flood effects a minor
‘ cleansmg The sinners in the Miller's Tale are punished by a lack of water rather than an K
ahundance of it20 Absolon would like water to wash his lips; Nicholas would like water
to cool his brand; John would like water to break his fall. When Nxcholas invokes Noah's
flood he invokes a comparison between Noah and those who will be saved from this -

ﬂood--John, Alisoun, and himself. Alisoun alone remains unpumshed desplte her. .

blasphemous participation in reenacting the flood. In her stead i is punished Absolon, who
is not even aware of Nicholas' plan. This discrepancy of justice cannot be accounted for
by the patristic reading we have been followmg, it will be discussed later. =

The parody of Noah's flood is the most damning parody in the Miller's Tale Itis
invoked by a character for his own-selfish reasons: Nicholas is using scripture to deceive.

Even Absolon, in singing the Song of Songs, is not being so blasphemous; AbsoIon does |

" “hot mean to deceive, but rathér is borrowing words because of their beauty as poetry. The

predlcnon of another flood demonstrates John's ignorance with regard to scripture; he is
_ mocked and condemned for believing what is 'oonu'gry to God's word.« Thus Chaucer's
parody of the flood in the Miller's Tale has a stronger cutting edge of sarcasm against the
characters than any of tHe other religious emblems; it best fits a patristic reading.

- Another potenual source for a patnsnc reading of the Miller's Tale is the musical

allusions. All the music in the Miller's Tale has religious overtones and thus mvokes |
doctrine. Earlier we saw how Alisoun became a parody of the Virgin Mary through "
| Nlcholas singing of the Annuncmtion Absolon, too, sings a song whose allus1ons imply
parody Absolon smgs the Song of Songs to Alxsoun 21 he becomes the Sponsus and she -

&

the Sponsa
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"What do ye, hony-comb, sweete Alisoun,

My faire bryd, my sweete cynamome?

Awaketh; lemman myn, and speketh to me!

Wel litel thynken ye upon my wo,

That for youre  love I swete ther I go.

No wonder is thogh that I swelte and swete;
- I moorne as dooth a lamb after the tete.
- Ywis, lemman, I have swich love-longynge,

That lik a turtel trewe is. my moomynge.

‘I may nat ete na moore than a mayde."

, 3698 3707) o

| Ahsoun is also linked with the Sponsa through hcr descnpnon Wlmsatt points out that th;
‘ Sponsa has tthsame apple-sweet breath as Ahsoun :22 '

Hir. mouth wag sweete as bragot or the meeth,
‘Or hoord of a ples 1eyd in hcy or heeth.
(1, 3261-62)

The ideal of the Sponsa, of Mary, is invoked by the Song of Songs and comparcd to the
" actual, to Alisoun. The parody of the Song of Songs contrasts caritas with Absolon's love
of self and with Alisoun's carnal indulgence. 23 Ina patnsue reading Alisoun and Absolon

- must be judged as inadequate. Yet as Wimsatt points out, there is humour in comparing the' '

Sponsus with an idolatrous lover and the Sponsa w1th an adultcrous w1f¢,24 and the bcauty
of the language : Temains undiminishgd. ,

Nicholas' psaltery is another example of a musical reference which invokes a
doctrmal ideal. "The psaltery is a musncal instrument with religious assocxauons, it was the
instrument ‘on Wthh David composcd the psalms. The Middle Ages also considered the
~ psaltery a symbol for Christ on the cross: the strings were stretched ovcpthc wood as

Christ was stretched on the cr%\'l’hus the psaltery i is an emblem of Christ's self-denial _ |
K

and love.25 The reference is instrument is parodxc, for Nicholas exercises no
self-denial, and he sings to gain a different type of love than Christ's.26, At one point in

the tale it even becomes possible to read the psaltery as Nicholas' penis, which he plays

a
. . ’
. 9 ) . . ’



until he can play with Alisoun:

. Hekiste hire sweete and taketh his sawtrie, .. ‘ o
And pleyeth faste, and maketh melodie. s
d, 3305-6) |

Another reading of these samie lines is that Nicholas is playing Alisoun rather ‘-thim his

psaltery. Both interpretations demonstrate a sexual rather than a religious potential.

| _Anothcr' cxamplé\of religious music which may. be read patrisxically as cgnd;mning ]

| the charac;tc is the singin"g of lauds and the ringing of bells when Alisoun ahd Nicholas
commit adultery: | - L -

A |

Ther was the revel and the melodye;

And thus lith Alison and Nicholas,

In bisynesse of - e and of solas,

- Til that the belle of laudes gan to rynge,
- And freres in the chauncel gonne synge.

(I, 3652-56) .

A compariSdn ;etwccn the lovers and the monks is implicit in these lines. The monks are
obeying God's Qiles; they are living celibate as the ideal dictsesand praising God with
' their lives. Alisoun and Nicholas are breaking God's rules by committing adultery. Again
a patristic reading condemns the chara;:ters’in the tale because of the use of religious
allusion. o | o
- However, perhaps there is another way of reading the religious allusion, a reading
which-agrees with the joyous response the pilgrims, and modern critics, have had towards
* the Miller's Tale. To laud something is to praise it; lauds are songs of praise to God.
‘Nicholas and Alisoun, with their lové-rrialcing, are pr,aising'God.27 Throﬁgh their
love-making, Nicholas and Alisoun find solds. Solas is a word which*ca,nnot be used -
without a recognition of its religious overtones. Solas is a special kind of| solace granted
by God; it has healing powers for those in trouble. Although the Qxfgx_d_E_nghs_h |
icti , does not define the word in this way, it3* use throughout medieval poetry |
S : . . - S

+
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suggests this connotation.28 A patristic reader eould'argue that the word only serves to
condemn further the lovers, for they are seeking solas in a blasphemous manner. .
H<>wevér, I wish for 2 moment to leave the patristic reader, and to venture onto a different
- level of i mtcrpmtanon What is the Mxllers point in nellmg the tale, and what is Chaucer's?
- I'wish to look at'the surface of th%tale, to exarmne the tone, and to try to determme what
kind of an-audience each teller is addressing. o T ‘

Reader response can be generated dehberately by the narrator, and to some extent we
* are told what to expect from the Miller's tale. Chaucer- the pilgrim warns that the Miller -
tells a tale of harlotry, but he also tells us that the tale is for fun. We have been assured by
: Chaucer the pilgrim that he is telling the tales exactly as their original tellers did. Thq Reeve
 wamns the Miller not to tell an adultcrous tale:

LY

The Revc answerde and seyde, "Stynt thy clapp¢'
Lat be thy lewed dronken harlotrye. .

It is a synne and eek a greet folye

To-apeyren any man, or hym defame,

And eek to bryngen wyves in swich fame.

Thou mayst ynogh of othere thynges seyn."

(1, 3144-49) ‘

\

Yet we have seen how thc Reeve may have a personal motive for not wishing this particular
tale to be told. _Finally, the Miller justifies himself by claxmmg that he is not telling a tale in
order to attack women:

Thls dronke Mlllcre spak ful soone ageyn
And seyde, "Leve brother Osewold,
Who hath no wyf, he is no cokewold.
- But I sey nat therfore that thou art on; ;
- Ther been ful goode wyves many oon,
And evere a thousand goode ayeyns oon badde.
{ 3150—55) '

o

In fact, the Miller has outlined his motives in telling this tale eé;lier in his Prologue:



~ The Millere, that for dronken was al pale,
So that unnethe upon his hors he sat,
He nolde avalen neither hood ne hat,
Ne abyde no man for his curteisie,
But in leates voys he gan to crie,
And swoor, "By armes, and by blood and bones,
I kan a noble tale for the nones, »
With which I wol now quite the Knyghtes tale.”
(1, 3120-27) .

The Miller wxshcs to "quite” the nghts ‘Tale, but what exactly does he mean? The
memhah_m;mnm gives many définitions of "quite", several of wluch are relevant.
"To quite" can mean to do one' s part, to remit a debt, to requite, and most interestingly: "t
make a return to (a person) for (something done, a benefit, or an injury received, etc.). "29 ‘
- The Miller is makmg a return to the Knight for his tale, and hewill repay it by showmg up
) lwh'er'e it, to his mind, lies. In order to beSt show up the’ defects he sees in the Knight's
Tale, the Mxllcr must tell a tale whxch parodxes the Knight's. He does this by telling a
fabliau. =~ " Co
v A fablxau is a humorous tale, usually involving sexual or scatalogical contcnt The
) characters are usually from the lower class, and the plot revolves around one Character's
attempt to trick another. Often the fabliau incorporates a. form of rough Jusnca Moreover,
~ the fabliau is oftzn a dehberate parody of courtly ove, such as 1s ?ortrayed in the Knight's
Tale. By playmg upon the emblems of courtly love, the Mxllcr ensures that his tale is a
parody which mocks the Knight's pretensions and naiveté. Nicholas is portrayed as a
. courtly lovcr, he imitates the actions of a courtly lover, with a difference: Nicholas is in
love with Ahsoun, and followmg the courtly method, he declares hlS love for her, clalmmg |
that he will die unless she rcc1procates this love: ' ; '

And pnvely he caughtc hire by the queynte, A :
" And seyde, "Ywis, butif ich have my wille, =~ o <.
For deerne love of thee, lemman, I spille." ‘ N
And heeld hire hard by the haunchebones,
And seyde, "Lemman, love me al atones, : R
Or I wol dyen, also God me savc' " '
(I 3276-81)
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Nicholas' words are similar to those a couhly lover might use, but his actions are
‘completely inappropriate. Grabbing one's lady in a suggestive manner is not part of the
approvcd ritual of the courtly lover. In his haste, Nicholas conveniently forgets that he
must serve his lady long and faithfully; Nicholas will win Alisoun through deeds rather
than through words. When Ahsoun first denies Nicholas he stays true to the courtly
pathcm and begs for her mcrcy

This Nicholas gan mercy for tocrye, =~ .
And spak so faire, and profred him so faste,
That she hir love hym grauntcd atte laste.
(I 3288-90) ,

Again, however, thesc cries for mercy are undercut by Nicholas' co‘nsequent actions. No
sooner has Alisoun accepted him than he "thakked hire aboute the lendes weel" (1, 3304).
Andreas ‘Capellanus does not suggest how a true courtly lady would respond to such .
attentions. Alisoun speedﬂy acquiesces to Nicholas' advances, when applied to her, the
courtly code looks n@'culous. Absolon is another parody of the courtly lover. He sings

songs as service to Alisoun, and he offers her presents as a generous lover should:
R : . ;
He sente hire pyment, meeth, and spiced ae, ST
. And wafres, pipyng hoot out ‘of the gleede;
v And, for she was of town, he profred meede.
(, 3378-80) ‘

~ Yet Absolon offers Alisoun prcscnts only becaﬂ&c she is of the town and thcrcfore will
demand such generosity. . :

The Miller believes that courtly love is merely ntuahzcd sex: the rigual is a lie; it is
pretended courtesy assumed by the higher classes. This is not to sa# v +he Miller
believes there is anything w'ro‘ng with sex, or with the desire for sex. # 7. v i ope

- philosophy about adultery demonstrates:
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. "An housbonde shal nat been-inquisityf
Of Goddes Fmewe, nor-of'his wyf.
So he may fynde Goddes foyson thcre, .
Of the remenant nedeth nat enquere.”
(1, 3163-66) -

Sex, or perhaps a woman's genitals, represent God's plenty, which is a good thing.
Moreover, it is a thing which does not run out: if he, and his wife, and his wife's lover all
desire sex, it does not matter. Not overly jealous, the Miller believes that joy in sex should
" bo acknowledged freely. It js from this attitude that part of the tone of the Miller's Tale
springs: the Miller is mocking courtly love, but he is also acknowledging that sex is fun.
The Miller has not tﬂhought beyond mocking courtly love, but as A. David points out,
there is a system of love and reward and punishment for that love operating in the Miller's
Tale. The Miller's Tale depicts natural love.30 To love naturally is to love according to
one's inclination and to love one's like. Natural love i 1gnorcs all the rules man 1mposcs on
love, for instance the rules of courtly love or the rules of marriage. In the Mﬂlers Tale
Alisoun is the best proponent of natural love. Alisoun is described in terms of nature, this
is the first clue that shc will follow the inclinations of natural love.31 Alisoun loves
Nicholas because it is what she wants to do; she does not acknowledge that the rules of
_marriage bind her.- Nor is Alisoun punished for committing adultery, for she has
committed no fault according to the precepts of natural love.
Nicholas i is chosen by- Alisoun because he is anatural lover in the same way she is.
Yet Nicholas is pumshcd. he breaks the rules of natural love. Nicholas.is more interested
in intellectually besting a carpenter and a parish clerk than in his 10Vc-making.32 Although
“he would blame Nicholas for deceiving John, a patristic reader would argue that the
. deception springs from lust and that Nicholas is punished for his lust and its attendant sins.
‘However, Nicholas' pumshment follows on the heels of mocking Absolon rather than
decemng John:

This Nicholas anon leet fle a fart, '
As greet as it had been a thonder-dent,
That with the strook he was almoost yblent;
- And he was redy with his jren hoot,



And Nicholas amydde the ers he smoot.
d{, 3806-10)

Nicholas is punished for the sin of pride. :

Absolon is not a natural lover, and thus he is punished for trying to love Alisoun,”
who is, Absolon is in love with himself; he is in love with the idea of being a courtly
lover. 33 Thus his punishment fits his crime: Absolon is obsessed by appearances and
therefore must kiss something which he views as being irreconcilable with a romantic
appearance:

Derk was the nyght as pich, or as the cole,

And at the wyndow out she putte hir hole, P
And Absolon, hym fil no bet ne wers,

But with his mouth he kiste hir naked ers

Ful savourly, er he were war of this.

I, 3731-35) :

Chaucer makes the most of Absolon's misplaced kiss. Not content with a gentle brushing
~of hps, Chaucer emphasizes the depth of Absolon s kiss by placing "ful savourly"” at the
- beginning of a line.

John is not a lover of any sort, much less a natural lover, and thus he is punished in a
manner which has no sexual overtones. John breaks his arm and is mocked by his
neighbours. The characters in the Miller's Tale are punished according to the crimes they
commit against natural love, and thus the fabliau tradition of justice at the end is upheld.

If we return to a patristic reading. the reasons for the punishments become different.
Robertson attaches a different meaning to each of the punishments in the Miller's Tale.
According to his reading each male character is punished for the sin he commits. John is
punished for avarice; Absolon is punished for vaingl,ory;' Nicholas is punished for
lechery.34 Chaucer chooses to portray these particular sins because they are the sins
through which Adam fell and the sins ‘which Christ overcame, The Miller's Tale is
reenacting man's fall from grace.35- Robertson, however, does not account for Alisoun's
escape. She too should be‘punished' for lkgchcry As well, M. Bloomfield disagrees with |



Robertson's account of the pumshments John has, to Bloomfield's mind, committed no
crime, and therefore should not be punished. 36 Roberson's failure to account for
Alisoun escape does not negate his interpretation of the tale. Instead, it demonstrates that
there is more to the Miller's Tale than Robertson is willing to admit. Robertson's reading
should not be ignored, for it illuminates one aspect of the tale, and can be applied in ways
he did not anticipate. ,

In order to fnc;litatc his patristic reading of mémir's Tale, Robertson elucidates the
medieval theory of nhic However, the medieval theory of music can be used to interpret
the Miller's Tale jin more than one way. Part of the medieval theory of music came from
the Christian adoption of the Marmony of the spheres. According to this model, the

'universe consists of concentfl spheres, each of which revolves at a different speed. There

are eight spheres, and as each revolves it plays its own note, creating celestial music which
man cannot hear. ‘St. Augussie adapted this model of the universe to Christian theology,
and it was still accepted doctrine in Chaucer's. time.37 Thus music also became a factor in
astrology, and nature's existing forms were termed "frozen music. "38 Music, therefore,
became synonymgg with the harmony of the spheres, for, according to St. Augustine,
man's music imitates the unheard music of the cosmos, which is God's. 39 Because God
created the universe and set the spheres in motion, music also came to represent divine
love.40 s ' ’

As well ds the harmony of the spheres, Christians also adopted the pagan gods for

‘use as symbols The pagan Venus, the goddess of love and beauty who presides over sex,
was adopted and Christianized. The Christian Venus has two faces. SHe is Venus who
rebels against Nature and exicourages illicit love. She is also the legitimate Venus who
warks with Nature-and tules chaste lovd. In this latter incarnation Venus is called mundana
musica, the music present in the world.41 Boethius, who became the standard medieval
authority on music, gives a more detailed account of mundana musica and the two other
types of music which relate to man:

¢

Mundana -musica is the music of the spheres, the rhythm of the

. seasons, the harmonious combination of elements. Musica humana is

) the harmony of body and soul, the accord of rational and irrational
within the soul and of the diverse elements thhm the body. Fmally,



musica in instrumentis constituta is the audible embodying (in the
"instrument"” of the humﬁl voice as well as in other instruments) of
these cthereal harmonies.

Through Venus' link and through the nature of music, love and music become linked in
several ways. Divine harmony, the music of the spheres, symbolizes God's love.
Presided over by Venus, chaste love on earth is part of Gbd's love; God's love on earth is*
mundana musica.43 Partaking of chaste love is partaking of God's love. The harmony of
body and soul, of accord within and without, is also the creation of music, Even an
immoral connectipn exists between love and music: partaking of illicit love can be called
following the Old Dance, the dance of fornication.44 :

According to Robertson's patristic interpretatio;phhe music in the Miller's Tale
condemns Alisoun and Nicholas. By introducing music while they are committing
adultery, Chaucer is indicating that they are part of the Old Dance.43 Although this
interpretation cannot be denied, it is still the response of only one kind of reader. Chaucer
built a more complicated response into the Miller's Tale. X

As well as committing adultery, Alisoun and Nicholas, in responding to the urges of
natural love, are praising God. In the Middle Ages it was believed that true Christians must
use to their fullest extent the gifts bestowed by God.46 God made Alisoun and Nicholas
attractive and gavo{hcm the ability to enjoy making love; they praise God by using His gift.
The melody of their love-making is part of the world's music and thus partakes of the
divine harmony, if only in a small way. When they make love, Nicholas and Alisoun
harmonize their bodies and souls; they align their desires within with circumstance without.
Participating in divine harmony is a good thing; it is prgising God for His creation. There
also is a certain amount of praise implicit in making mu he Middle Ages the study of
music was the study of aesthetic principles; it was the s (something beautiful and
something good.47 Nicholas and Alisoun are partaking of this sathe goodness and beauty.
Although they do not create musica in instrumentis constituta while they are making
love--Chaucer does not tell us that Nicholas sings to Alisoun then--Nicholas' and Alisoun's
love-making has a musical accompaniment. Moreover, it is religious music which is
associated with the lovers; they are partaking in something holy.
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The music in the Miller’s Tale is not set up for the purposes of satire and didacticism.
Chaucer juxtaposes the adulterous surface of the tale with a background of religious music
for humour and incongruity. 48 Gellrich, in his examination of the parody of medieval

“ﬁ the Miller's Tale, states: ", .. what the tale's comedy does relate is Chaucer's own
mufic: the music of human' love that involves ﬁassi‘o , marriage, lust, vanity, and
adﬁltery’-all encompassed by the §armony of praise to reator."49 While the musical
background of the Miller's Tale can be used to support A joyous response to the tale as well
as a patristic reading, the Yone of the tale. promotes acceptance rather than condemnation.

The Miller is concerned with telling a humorous tale that points up the flaws of
courtly love. In this regard, the Miller is an appropriate teller for his tale. Chaucer has set
up the character of the Miller in such a way that we can accept this tale of him. We are not
surprised when Chaucer the pilgrim warns us that the Miller is a churl and that we must
therefore expect 4 churl's tale from him. Chaucer has also set up the musical background
before we even begin reading the tale. The Miller plays bagpipes:

A baggepipe wel koude he blowe and sowne,
And therwithal he broghte us out of towne.
1, 565-6) ,

Like the rest of the musical background, the bagpipes can be interpreted patristically, or as
‘another instance of mirth. Bagpipes can symboi:zc the penis and scrotum. 50 According to
. a patristic reading the Miller is leading the pilgrims in the Old Dance. On the other han’d '
the bagpipes provide music to enliven the company, and the Miller is showing his joy in the
world God has created; he is praising with his music. This interpretation also allows the
reader to accept the Miller as.the tcllcr of his tale, for the Miller is a lusty %cllow who would
tell a lusty tale and enjoy the game. *®

But could the Miller really tell t"nc tale assigned to him? Although having the Miller as
teller is appropriate for the tale's two major readings, the learning in the tale is beyond the
Miller's potential: the tale is too $bphisticated. Chaucer is the actual teller of the idiller's
Tale, just as he really tells all the Canterbury Tales. The two readings, the patristic and the
worldly, are also Chaucer's readings. In the Miller's Tale Chaucer acknowlcdgcs both the
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truth of doctrine and the truth of vitality. The surface of the Miller's Tale is one of joy and
human delight, yet this delight runs counter to rehglousdogmne and thus counter to the
ideal. Underlying the surface of the tale is a network of religious emblems which
establishes the ideal against which the characters fail. By manipulating religious emblems,
Chaucer establishes a complicated series of parodies which allows for the two different
audiences. However,’ parody alone cannot account for the strength of the worldly reading
against the patristic. The exubcra‘\t tone of the tale reconciles the ideal with the human; the
ideal embraces and accepts the human. The pilgrims see only the surface of the tale; their
response is spontaneous and uncomplicated: they laugh. A patristic reader perceives the
underlying doctrine as condemning the characters for their actions. ‘
As part of the pattern of the conflict between the human and the ideal, the Miller's
Tale is the secular tale which encourages the patristic reader to be forgiving. Yet the sin
depicted in the Miller's Tale is not one which may be taken lightly; the Parson makes clear
the magnitude of this crime: )
®

Understoond eek that Avowtrie is set gladly in the ten comandementz

bitwixe theft and manslaughtre; for it is the gretteste thefte that may be,

for it is thefte of body and of soule./ And it is lyk to homycide, for it

kerveth atwo and breketh atwo hem that first were maked o flessh. And

therfore, by the olde lawe of God, they sholde be slayn. (X, 887-88)
- s :

Although we cannot be sure of the Wife of Bath, we are certain that May and Damian
~commit adultery. At the véry least, the Wife is guilty of lust. As well, both tales are
\libcrally seasoned with religious emblems. Superficially thcyr resemble the Milller's Tale;
however, the Wife's and thc Merchant's tones determine how their tales should be read. A
linear pattern of narrawmg vision grows in thesc three tales; only with the Parson's Tale
does the pattern spiral back to acceptance of human faults. In his tale, however, the Parson

. explains how people may stnvc for the ideal rather than passively accepting forngcncss or

condemnation.
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m. The Wife of Bé#ith -

. .
Like his Mlller Chaucer's Wﬁb of Bath is concerned with sex and its morality;

‘ howd¥er, she gives a direct defense of sexuality rather than a delightful tale; her tone is
“consequently more strident and less confident. Parody in the M111er s Tale brmgs together

" inadequate.

two diverse and seemmgly conflicting audience responses the p; tnsnownd the worldly.

Response to the Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale i is similarly sp! , and her#one does less
to resolve the conﬂxg[{han does the Miller's. The patristic response to the Wife's Prologue ‘

~ is inherent because of her constant references to scripture; the-Wife of Bath herself prowdes

the sccond, worldly response. Although Chaucer deplcts some pilgrim response to the
Wife's Prologue and Tale, he depicts even more strongly the Wife's own reacnons She
anticipates responses from her audience: dealing with responses as they occur, respondmg .
to her own words, in each case the Wife of Bath demonstrates how she wmhes to be -
understood. The foe of Bath is the pllgnm Chaucer chooses to have speak for'the world;‘

~ she talks about and demonstrates the world as she experiences it, rather than as it would be .
- if people hved accordmg to the ideals of doctrine. Even“‘whlle she defends her point of

view with v1gour and authonty, the W1fe of Bath is aware that the purely worldly is

.“{

The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale, hke the Mlllers Tale, mcorporate parody,

‘ "espec1all scriptural parody ‘However, unhke parody in the Miller's Tale, parody i in the

Wi Bath's Prologue and Tale docs not reconcile patristic response with the Wife's |

own. Because ‘she misapplies doctnne and defends her right to do so, the Wife denies a

~reconc1hauon between the patnsnc and the worldly Parody enables the reader to percerve

2

p and even to value both responses. snnultaneously, however, Chaucer has cast the lnmtauons
~of the Wife of Bath's point of view in relief. The Wife -of Bath éknot completely confident »

in her own response; there is-an. underly-mg sadness to her Prol gue. which suggests that
the rules bygwhxch she lives have not provxded full satrsfacuon The Wife's sadness lends'_
force to the validity of the patristic response. ' ‘ .

- For the Wlfe of Bath there are two codes of behawour' the actual and the 1dea1 The-

~

'

33
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actual is the way m which she herself behaves. She recognizes that. the world is not ideal,
especially for a woman, and struggles 1o make her place in it. If in h.r struggle the Wife
opposes certain doctrinal precepts, she does not repent; these rules must be broken in order

~ that she may live in the greatest possible camfort. To live undey the ideal code of bchaviohr

such a code but she cannot apply it to her own life. The/ Wife knows the rul%s and’
arguments of the_ldeal code of behaviour; she often refers to doctrine in her Prologue, even
though she is arguing for her own way of life. Only in fiction can the Wife conceive of

is to follow doctrine and to live by tf# rule of ch;mty The Z;fe of Bath can conceive of

" people followmg an ideal: she portrays tl'us in her tale. ‘Aware. that she is mxssmg
;s ,somethmg, that her own way of life is ‘imperfect, the Wife of Bath unconscxously

. 'contributes to the patristic condemnation of her point of view. The W!n

sists that there

are two ways of perceiving the world, and although her way. h mitations, she
understands no other and therefore defends it. The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale

" narrow the vision examined in the Miller's Tale: again the actual and the ideal are -

PR ¥

compared, but this time'the flawed actual must be regretfully rejected. , -
One pervaswe feature of the Wife of Bath's religious parody is that her Prologue and
Tale loosely follow the form and rhetoric of a medieval sermon. She is no doubt aware of
this resemblance and employs it conscrously for the effect it will have on her audience,
Both A. David and 3, Boren mention the resemblance, but do not claborate upon the
qualmes which constitute it.] Robertson also calls the first part of the Wife's Prologue a
sermon and discusses it in those terms.2 C. E. Shain details the form and the rhetoric of -

_ sermon poputlar in Chaucer's time and draws sorne parallels to the Wife of Bath's Prologué

an@[‘ale. A sermon always has a thesis and invokes authorities in order to help prove the
thesis.3 An exemplum,a short story, is told at the end of the sermon to demonstrate the -

- thesis. The Wife of Bath only loosely follows this form, but her lack of prcc1sxon and .

structure do not detract from the sermon form: a less: formal style of sermon was popular in

. Chaucer's time.4 Accordmg to Shain, "the relation of the parts to the whole is the essence

of medieval sermon ‘naking' .5 the Wife of Bath follows this most xmportant precept of
mcdleval sermon making; everythmg she says relates to marriage.
~ As well as following the form of a medieval sermon, the foc of Bath employs

- sermon rhetoric. She uses symbohsm, both obviously in similes, and more subtly through

I'4

@
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a series of mlatcd imagcs S'ymbolism is one of the main devices of the medieval sermon.6

sermon-tm.kcr,8 the Wife of Bath both dlctancs and appedls to her audience:'

"Thus shulde ye speke and bere hem wrong on honde; o

. For half so boldely kan ther no man y
Swere and lyen, as a womman kan )
(11, 226—28) S .

"But that I praye to al this compaignye, : §
If that I speke after my fantasye, - _ ©
As taketh not agrief of that Iseye; . , .
For myn entente is nat but for to pleye .
(I11, 189- 92? ‘

Although she claims to be only playing, the Wife of Bath employs the sermon form
because of the predic;able e_ffcct it will have On’her audience. Atone sfep further back from
the work, Chaucer is also deliberately employing the setmon form.9 By using a form his
audience associates with 'solemnity and divine truth, Chaucer wishes to point out the
importance of what the Wife is saymg, to draw ajtention to the doctrine she employs, and
to force the rccognmon that the doctrine is not being suitably applied - ‘

The Wife of Bath clalms authonty to give a sermon on her chosen subJect marriage, -

even though doctrine states that she is unqualified to give such a sermon:

‘ "Expencnce, ough noon auctontec
Were in this world, jg right ynogh for me
To Spekc of wo that 1s in mariage."
(111, 1-3) _ ‘ v

‘The Wife claims‘expexiencch as her tcacher, but sh does not dcny the voice of authonty, she _

quahﬁed to p&ach atall @n&ms her under a patristic xeadmg As part of the lay folk the
Wife of Bath should not preach nor mterpret the Bible herself. 10 The Wife of Bath is not
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only of the lay folk she is also extluded by gender from ever becoming one of the clcrgy

——Moremomﬂy—me—foe‘sﬂocmms mmmmmmm
‘her anthorities. Robertson gives a scholarly and critical exploration of the faults of the

Wife's exegesis. 1 His account is so complete that there is no need for me to rehearse it -

. further; I will touch on it only where it becomes particularly relevant for depicting the
Wife's mxsapphcanon of doctrine in defense of the world and her lack of spiritual
- understanding. The Wife of Bath leaves herself open to criticism by assuming a role
denied her by her society; she adds to the“ﬁrii}wrong by misusing sacred authority.
| Unlike: she normal ‘medieval sermon, which had one thesw, the Wife of Bath's
sermon has three major ;heses her right to remarriage, her nght to reject virginity, and her
nght to sOvere1gnty in mamagc To a patristic reader, the Wife places herself in the wrong:
~ she takes positions which’contravene the spirit of church docmne. even though they
conform to the letter. The Wife advocates rcmam&gc :

"Eek wel I woot, he seyde myn houbonde
Sholde lete fader and mooder, and take to me.
But of no nombre mencion made he, ,
Of bigamye, or of octogamye;

Why sholde mén thanne speke of it vﬂcynyc""
I, 30-34)

- The church did, in fact, allow for remamage‘crome allowed for sccond and even

‘'third marriages in order to ﬁ'rc\rcnt fornication, but he did not believe such marriages to be

geod.12 Augustine, more hbe%y, stated that a woman is blessed 1f she remarries aftcr
her husband's death howevcr, she is more blessed if she rcmams a widow.13 The Wlfc

of Bath is within her nghts to remarry, but she. goes agamst the spmt of the doctrine and -

thus begins her argument without full authority behind her.14

The Wife's discussion of virginity and her claim.of the right to reject it follow a
similar path. The Wife of Bath does recognize that virginity is a superior state of sexual
being: B " ' '

"I graunte it wel, I have noon envie,
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Thogh maydcnhede prcfcm bigamye. 7/
It liketh him to be clene, body and goost; ' ‘ .
of myn estaat I nyl nat make no boost. o
P A N

(III 95- 105)
The Wife, however, rejects such perfection for herself: Her justification is given earlier:
"And certes, if ther were no seed ysowe,

Virginitee, thanne ‘wherof sholde it growe?" , . ,
(III 7 1-72) ‘ ‘ ' o

If cvéryone were a virgin, then there would be no further v1rgms in the world. In effec't

the human race would die out. The Wife of Bath's Jusuﬁcanon is fallacious: Augustmc‘ ‘

dealt with thfg argument. According to him, if there were no further procreation the énd of
~ time .would hasten, the City of God filled more quickly. 15 Those who procrcatc are
retarding the populating of God's Cxty Agam the Wife of Bath is within her gehts but is
mistaking the spirit of the doctrine.

Thc Wife of | Bath's final thesis is that she has the nght to soverclgnty in mamage

s - "An housbond‘c I wol have, I wol nat lette,
" 'Which shal be bothe my dettour and my thral, -
And have his tribulacion withal
> Upon his flessh, whil that I am his wyf.
‘T have the power durynge al my lyf
.. Upon his propre body, and noght he.”
(10, 154-59)

. Sovercignty in marriage is the thebs‘is upon which the Wife spends most of her time and -

energy, and for this thesis the Wife has the least authority. Scripture gives the wife
sovereignty over her husband's body, but also glves the husband sovereignty over his

‘wife's body. 16 The Wife of Bath chooses to ignore the second half of this verse. Because . -

of its 1mportancc, I shall return to this thesis later. Pﬁst I wish to exammc the scnptural

A
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emblems surrounding the Wife of Bath Almost all scnptural references disappear once the .

Wife begms to deal with her thesis of sovereignty in mamage For this thesis the Wife

truly depends on her own expenence rather than relxgrous authority. However, not only

the Wife of Bath employs scripture. Some of the religious references surmundmg the Wife
are Chaucer's; he uses them to describe her, and, by 1mphcanon. to Judge her. Chaucer

-and 'the Wife employ scriptural emblems for different purposes, but in each case the parody

demonsn'ates an underlying darkness to the Wife's clmms and behaviour. ‘ .

Chaucer begins his use of scnptux‘al emblems in relation to the Wife of Bath in her
General Prologue portfait. This portrait consists not of what the ‘Wife says about herself
but rather of-what Chaucer says about. her. In describing ‘her, Chaucer invokes two
religious ideals, the good woman of Proverbs and the Virgin Mary, women who both
resemble and differdrom the Wife of Bath. The Wife of Bath is a parody of these ideals,
d Chaucer is comparing her with them. .Chaucer's voice is nokas obvious in the Wife's
l:ologue, for there she is speaking. ‘Chaucer does not allow his creation as clear a grasp of
~ doctrine as he, himself, possesses, and as he expects his audience to possess.
Occasxonally the Wife draws upon a religious ¢ emblem without realizing the full 1mp11cauon ,
of the doctrine behind that emblem. Although the Wife's use of scripture is deliberate, she
is ignorant of the doctrine behind the scripture and thus Chaucer invokes judgement upon

‘her. . o g L -

, The General Prologue portrait of the Wife of Bath alludes to the good woman of
Proverbs.17 Strength ‘weaving, making business deeisions;'dressing well--all of these are
‘attrites which the g0 woman and the Wife of Bath have in common. 18 Between the -
Wife-of Bath and the"good woman there exists enough sxmxlanty for the allusron to be -
possible. However, the good woman is more than the Wife, and the Wlfe of Bath in her .
Prologue prov1des a strong contrast to these other qualmes The good womar is obedient
to her husband; she speaks well and wisely; she has chlldren Above all, the good woman

~ fears God. The differences exist for the purpose of parody and this parody demands

Judgement the Wife of Bath suffers when compared with the good woman of Proverbs.

Another, less obvious emblem is provxded by Chaucers mention of the Wife of

_Bath's skill at weaving. The Virgin Mary was a weaver who was sa1d to be able to weave

without a seam 19 ’
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of clooth makyng she hadde swich an haunt,
‘She passed hem of Ypres and of Gaunt
, (1, 447-48) ,

| Because the worship of the Virgm Mary was' so strong, even such a slight emblematic
allusion-as this one could provoke comparison. The implicit companson of Mary and the
‘Wife, not only for the weavmg, demonstrates the Wife's madequacxes, for she is neither a
 virgin, nor a mother, nor a model of obedience to God. Itisin her Prologue that the
differences between the Wife of Bath and the good woman of Proverbs or the Virgm Mary
emerge, and i it is there that Chaucer invites the reader to judge her. )
| In her Prologue the Wife of Bath uses scripture while either ignoring the 1mphcauons |
of the doctrine, or while she is unaware of the spmtual mea.mng She expresses ¢he wish
to be sexually refreshed as often as Solomon was:

“Lo, heere the wise kyng, daun Salomon; “
I trowe he hadde wyves mo than oon. -
As wolde God it were leveful unto me

. Tobe refresshed half s0 ofte as hel" '
(III 35- 38)

v’

The Wife of Bath makes this statement about herself, not realizing the implications of her

" remark. Augustine claimed that the people of the Old Testamen: did not have the choice of
abstinence, and had many wives not becayse they were lustful, but because they were

obeying the law of procreation. Thus it wag‘  only husbands who could have more than one

" spouse: one rnan can impregnate ‘many women, but one woman gets no more pregnant
from many men. 20 The Wife of Bath is asking to return-to the rules before Christ, the Old
Law of God's anger rather than the New Law of God's love.2! Moreover, Solomon was
casugated for lovmg women too much.22 Solomon's love for women led to his fall from

: wrsdom and to- his idolatry. Because the Wife of Bath ignores or is unaware of the
jpsequences of Solomon's actions, she desires to emulate him. Chaucer gave this pilgnm .

uch knowledge of smpture but he did not give her enough. Through her unconscious



misapplications of doctrine, Chaucer denionstrates the gaps in the Wife's understanding.-
Like Solomon, she has made wrong. choices and is often unaware of the connectxon
between her choices and their consequences. . .
Despite the gaps in her understanding, the Wife of Bath is usually aware of the
- comparisons she invokes between herself and a religious tmblem. In fact, the Wife
deliberately draws upon the Bible to add the weight of authonty to her arguments. Her use
of doctrine may be literally correct, but it is most often umquely applied and twisted to suit
her purposes. The first section of the Wife of Bath's Prologue is liberally sprinkled with '
 references to wells, vessels, shoes, and other objects which have holes to be filled. R. A.
Peck argues that these rcfcrcnces are yonic, and that the Wife is making the connection
deliberately. 23 Wells, vessels, and shoes are not only yomc, they are also meant to be
used; by 1mphcauon the female gemtals are also meant to be used. Thisis a gcntle text the
Wife of Bath can' truly undcrstand Because the yomc symbols are biblical, the symbol
pattern seems to give scriptural sanction to the Wife using her genitals: for sex.
However because the well and the vcsscls the WIfC mentions are bxbhcal they carry
 connotations of their own, connotatxons bcyond those the Wife applies. The well is that of
the Samaritan woman who recogmzeg Christ as a prophet. Robertson argues that the Wife
~ of Bath is a parody of this woman, especially as both are given the similarity of having five
_ husbands, and the Wife is condemned by the implicit comparison. Unlike the Samaritan
woman, the Wife fails to rccogmze "and to follow the teachings of Christ.24 The vessels
perform a similar condemnatory function: in callmg herself a wooden vessel, the Wife of
 Bath places herself among the damned.25 In each case the Wife of Bath uses énly as much
of'the scriptural allus1on as will ‘help hcr; the rest she ignores and it must be supplied by the
;de reader. If the learned reader is also patristic, the Wife is condemned for her faxlurc
{o apply or recogmzc what she knows concerning doctrine. -
| The Wife of Bath not only 1mphcs her gcmtals are for use through her elaborate yonic
- symbol pattern, she also states it directly:

L

"Telle me also, to what conclusion o s 2
Were membres maad of generacion, ‘ -
. And 6f s0 parfit wys a wight ywroght?
Trusteth right wcl they were nat maad for noght

7"'

» N
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Glose whoso wole, and seye bothe up and doun,
That they were maked for purgacioun
Of uryne, and our¢ bothe thynges smale -

Were eek to knowe \«femele from a male,
And for/noon oother’ cause, --say ye no?
‘The experience woot wel it is noght so. -
So that the clerkes be nat with me wrothe,
I sey this, that they maked ben for bothe,
This i¥ to seye, for office, and for ese
- Of engendrure, ther we nat God dy plese
- (m, 115-28)

(‘!,.

In this particular case, doctrine agrees with the Wlfe Aqumas states that the gqy‘tal organs
are made for c_opulauon,25 However, as B. F. Huppé points out, "ese" means use, not
abuse; 27 the Wife should exercise moderation in her sexual desires. Having no desire to
exercise queration, the Wife goes so far as to call the penis blessed: "

{

'Why sholde men elles in hir bookes sette
That man shal yelde to his wyf hire dette?
Now wherwith sholde he make his paiement,
If he ne used his sely instrument?”

(I, 129-32)

"Sely" means blessed, and G. Cooper argues that the pems is blessed because it is used to
engender children;28 the Wife of Bath, however, seems to be thinking more of sexual
pleasure than of procreation. Fmally, the Wife of Bath refers to her own genitalia as "
blessed. One of her euphemisms for her genitals is quoniam :

"And trewely, as myne housbondes tolde me,
I hadde the beste quoniam myghte be."
(L, 607-8)

Quoniam is Lat@n’for "for" or "b'ecause";-moreover, "'éﬁom‘am is the opening word of the
final doxology of the Gloria, itself the preeminent hymn of praise in the opening moments
of Mass."29 By designating her genitalia quoniam, the Wife of Bath is attributing to them

|



42

| 4 3 ’
a unique holiness and majesty that is God's.30 Using God's gifts is a way of praising

Him, and the Wife of Bath is happy to praise God in this manner as often as possible. The
patristic reader sees neither the joke nor the eamestnegs of what the Wife is saying; he geos
only the blasphemy.

The type of parody the Wife employs when expounding on the use of her genitalia is
~ slightly different from the parody exammed carlier. It is still repetition with a difference.
- However, instead of repeating a plot, or a set of qualiues. as was done in the Miller's Tale,
the Wife repeats a single word to which are attached rich religious associations. These
associations are then projected onto the word in the context in which the Wife employs it.

- The repetition exists in the preserved associations of the word; the difference exists in the
often i incongruous context. The Wife is deliberately attributing holiness to her ;cmtals
Although the patristic reader does not laugh this parody is funny and does not condemn
the Wife precisely because it is so outrageous; the Wife's pride in her sexual prowess is
ingenuous, and when the worldly reader in us responds to the worldly teller in her, we
cannot help laughing wiflf her. :

_ The Wife again employs parody when she compares the kind of sexual rcfrcshmcm
she gives with the barley loaves with which Christ fed the five thousand:3!

"Lat hem be breed of pured whete-seed, 5
And lat us wyves hoten barly-breed;
- And yet with barly-breed, Mark telle kan, '
Oure Lord Jhesu refresshed many a man."
(101, 143 46) =

o -

' By connecting sexual refreshment and the miracle of the loaves, the Wife not only implies
' that sex is good, and spiritually refreshing in a way of which Christ approved, she also
places herself within the realm of doctnnc even though she is not pure wheat bread, not a |
virgin. Robertson, however, argues that the Wife is identifying herself once again with the
Old Law and is ignoring the New Law and the coming of Christ. He claims the medieval
e)gcgctcslabéllcd the five barley loaves the five books of Moses. Christ reaffirms these
- books, but also goes beyond their teachings. The Wife refuses, according to Robertson, to
accept the ne\a?fteachings of Christ.32 The Wife of Bath deliberately dra:¥s upon religious

A
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emblems in order to strengthen her arguments; however, because her allusions invoke an
ideal standard against which she falls short, she appears unreliable, and her arguments are
undercut.

The Wife of Bath draws upon scripture to defend the first two theses of her sermon.
She has the right to remarry, and she has the right to reject virginity. Although she ignores
the spirit of the law, the Wife is obedient to the letter. Ishall now address the third thesis
of the Wife's sermon. For her third thesis the Wifc\ has little church authority, only a Bible
verse with its second half missing, and this section of her sermon has very few religious
emblems. The Wife of Bath claims the right to sovcrexgnty in marriage. Like January, the
Wife of Bath makes no allowances for equality in marriage. However, January's desire for

Augustine, for examplc, clearly states that a wife should be obedient to her pdSband, but he
~ does not recommend that a husband be obedient to his wife.33 With so liftle support, why
would the Wife claim a superior position in marriage? In the society of Chaucer's time,
woman held the posmon subordinate to mag assigned to her by the New Testament. 34 As
can be seen from her portrait, the Wife of Bath does not like.to be subordinate to anyone
for any reason:

-

In al the parisshe wif ne was ther noon
*  Thatto the offrynge bifore hire sholde goon;
: And if ther dide, certeyn so wrooth was she,
That she was out of alle charitee. .

-

Marriage is a hmxtedS sphere of society in which the Wife can gain dominance, and as such
marriage appeals to her, but only when she is the sovereign spouse, , ' r
The Wife's methods for gaining soverexgnty are shrewxshness and sex. Bz"A

constantly scolding her husbands, the Wife convinces them that they have been unfair; sh
accuses them of faults they have not committed: .

Loxdynges. right thus, as ye have understonde,
Baar I stifly myne olde hod'sbondes on honde



That thus they seyden in hir dmﬁkenesse.
And al was fals. .
(1, 379-82)

The Wife also accuses her husbands of*faults that she has committed, but because she
accuses them first, she seems to be innocent; she would not bring such ‘a fault to their
attention if she could be blamed for it:

"Whoso that first to mille comth, first grynt;
I pleyned first, so was oure werre ystynt."
(111, 389-90)

Even when using metaphor to describe tactics for winning domestic arguments, the Wife
cannot avoid sexual innuendo. She herself is the mill which would gladly be ground.

Sex is the other weapon the Wife uses to gain control in her marriages; Howcvcr this ‘
weapon will only work if her hughasds.value sex. The Wife refuses to. have sexual
intercourse with her husbands until she gets what she wants:

"Namely abedde hadden they meschaunce:
Ther wolde I chide, and do hem no plesaunce;
I wolde no lenger in the bed abyde,

If that I felte his arm over my syde,

Til he had maad his raunson unto me; -

Thanne wolde I suffre hym do his nycetee.”
(111, 407-412) '

-
A

When she believes she has pushed her husbands too far, the Wife offers them sex in order
to placate them, and assures them that she takes 36 lovers:®

""What eyleth yow to grucche thus and grone?
Is it for ye wolde have my queynte allone?
Wy, taak it al! lo, have it every deel! .
Peter! 1shrewe yow, but ye love it weel;

For if I wolde selle my bele chose ,
I'koude walke as fressh as is a rose;
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L.
But I wol kepe ltf oure owene tooth. -
Ye be to bl y Godl, I sey yow sooth.™
(111, 443-50,
o e | \

\
This speech also contains the implicit threat that the Wife will take a lover if her husbands
do not appreciate her enough. Through.shrewishness and a shrewd control of sex, the
Wife manages to dominate her first three husbands.
For the Wife of Bath, as for January, marriage is a commercial arrangemcnt 35 In
her youth, she was bought as a wife, and now she seeks to buy husbands. When she was
young and}narricd to old men, the Wife could trade sex for money:36

"And therfore every man this tale I telle,
Wynne whoso may, for al is for to selle;
With empty hand men may none haukes lure.
For wynnyng wolde I al his lust endure,
And make me a feyned appetit.”

\ (111, 413-17) /

It was in this way that the Wife controlled her first three husbands. Now she is old; the
roles are reversed, and the Wife must buy sex with her money. She hints to Jankyn that he
will be rich if he marries her; her dream of him predicted gold:

"And eek I seyde I mette of hym al nyght . //
‘He wolde han slayn me as I lay upright, ’ :
And al my bed was ful of verray blood;

- But yet I hope that he shal do me good,
For blood bitokeneth gold, as me was taught.”
(1, 577-81)

Because she is now dependent upon her hpibands for sex, the Wife is no longer in control.

She must endure the fact of her fourth hus
Jankyn even after he has beaten her. Is the strong-willed Wife of Bath so submissive
merely for the sake of sexual pleasure? A. David contends that the Wife is trying to buy
love rather than sex.37 For the Wife of Bath life has been a commercial venture, and she

's mistress; she is willing to make love with
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knows no other way to seek love, yet she would lik p<’loved for herself. If she cannotk g
have love, then the Wife will settle for sovereignty and the co rcial exchange of sex for
money.

The pilgrims' reaction to the Wife of Bath's sermon is not a patristic one, nor is it the
response of the Wife herself. The Wife's claim for sovereignty in marriage is so absurd /
that the Pardoner jokes about it:

Up stirte the Pardoner, and that anon:
"Now, dame," quod he, "by God and by seint John!
Ye been a noble prechour in this cas.
I was aboute to wedde a wyf; allas!
What shold@ibye it on my flessh so deere? *
; wedde no wyf to-yeere!"”

The Pardoner is making'a joke: he has no interest in women, and if he did, it is by no
means assured that the woman he chooses would,be like the Wife of Bath. In his reaction,
the Pardoner imitates the typical man to perfection, but he does not criticize the Wife in any
way nor imply that her position is untenable. Rather, he believes that she-can carry out her
threats and thus finds it best to avoid marriage.

The Friar also voices a response to the Wi;c's Prologue, and his seems equally

cordial:

The Frere lough, whan he hadde herd al this;
"Now dame,"” quod he, "so have I joye or blis,
This is a long preamble of a tale!"

(111, 829-31)

* Despite the Friar's seeming cordiality, both the Summoner and the Wife react as iyf he has
criticized her. The Summoner attacks the Friar for holding up the tale; he may however,
be using any opportunity to criticize the Friar. ‘The Wife, with exaggerated courtesy, begs
the Friar's permission to tell her tale, and then pokes fun at friars in general. It may be that
the Wife reacts so extremely because she knows that the last thesis of her sermon has no
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- sound theologrcal basis. The end of the Wlfe s Prologue is not the end of her sermon; she

sgill has tier tale to tell; it will be an e)\cernplum of the benefits of allowurg a wife soverexgnty

in marriage. . L ~/
The Wife. of Bath's Tale has often been called a tale of w1sh-fu1ﬁllment The Wife

claims to desire soverergnty in marriage, and her tale demonstrates the happh’iess of both ‘

, husband and wife when'the wife is grven dominance. The Wife of Bath's Taléf{

: demonstrates her ideals, and sovereignty in marriage is only one of these. Within her tale, _

+ . the Wife creates a world where ideals cah be applied and they work. Although the: 1dea1s of

her tale are courtly, the actions in which they result comespond to doctrinal ideals. The tale
proves that the Wife understands doctnnal 1deals, even though she does not apply them to
~ her own life. L , | :

Courtly ideals are the code of behaviour for many of the characters in the ere s Tale.
The knight does not act ideally when he rapes. the maiden; however, ng Arthur sets that
right by invoking the ideal of justice and condemning the knight to death. Queen
Guenevere and her ladies. portray the courtly and.doctrinal ideal of mercy; the knight must
fulfill a quest but it will earn him his lifs. 1=1nally, the loathly lady both explains and
' portrays the 1dea1 of gentllesse The loathly lady's exposition of genulesse is generally
considered orthodox, and even the knight learns to act on her advice. When he does so,
~and yields his ‘mastery over her the loathly lady recrprocates and does everything in her
power to ensure his happmess ’I‘herr marriage becomes the doctnnal ideal of mutual love
- and respect. “ . ‘
The loathly lady of the ere s Tale is often read as the Wlfe herself. 38 Sucha .
 reading can be supparted by the fact that both the loathly lady and the Wife are old; and the
 Wife dreams of returning to youth as the loathly lady does. As well, the loathly ladyg :
marries a husband the Wife would like for herself On the strength of the srrmlanues
’ between the loathly lady dnd the Wife of Bath it is fair to compare- the ere of Bath'
actions with the 1deal of genulesse the loathly lady describes in the tale. The Wlfe of Bath

- suffers ‘when her acnons are compared wrth this ideal.~She wants wealth; she wants status “

and wants to be recogmzed for this status, she wants to be physically attracnve,,and to haf/e
an attractive spouse These are precisely the faults for which thE young kmght in the tale is
scolded. The Wife of Bath understands the xdeal and can explam it, but she cannot apply it
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to her own Life.39 | ‘ '

The Wife of Bath's Tale portrays yet another ideal, the ideal of a lovmg marriage. 40
From the point of view of both the loathly lady and the knight, the tale has a happy
ending. 41 Each has glven the other dommancc, and each has given the other their .
desire.42- ’I'he ‘Wife wants such a marriage for herself. She has tried to achieve it: her -
marriage to the reveler and her marriage to Jankyn were attempts to find happmcss and
love.43 Thc Wife of Bath has bcen unablc to relinquish her desire for mastery, she has not
found a’man whom she could trust not to abuse his mastery over her. It is only in the
world of fiction that the Wife of Bath can believe that fi lowmg ideals i is a v1able way of
behaving. ‘ ' ' ' f )

The Wife of Bath is unable to fulfill hcr desires and awarp that this is a fallmg in her
own hfe 44 cheral times in her Prologuc the Wife cxprcsscs dxscontcnt with the way she -
lives: ‘

"Allas! allas! that evere love was synne!

For God so wys be my savacxoun,
I'ne loved nivcne by no discrecioun,
But evere folwede myn appetit,
- Al were he short, or long, or blak, or whit; _
- I took no kep, so that he liked me, . : g
How poore he was, ne eek of what degree."
(Im, 614-26) R _ .

Her love s'hefacknowlcdges is sin, for she has loved and desired sex more than she has
desired to follow the path of God's ~rightcou‘s folk. Her choices in men, . she
acknowlcdges, have not all beén'gooct She has loved not wisely but too well. ‘Even
R though her lovg has had negative conscquences, the Wife of Bath flaunts and laughs at her |
cxpcnenccs th when she talks of her mirthful past, sadness lingers in the Wife's voice;
she has not bccn able to preserve the joy, for it too has fallcd her:

: SL‘( .

=

* "But Lord Crist! whan that it remembreth me -
Upon my yowthe, and on my jolitee,
It tikleth me aboute myn herte roote.

I

|
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Unto this day it dooth myn Hcrtc boote : ,
.That ] have had my world as in my tyme.
But age, allas! that al wole envenyme,

Hath me biraft my beautee and my pjth.

“Lat. go,farewel! the devel go thcmmw IR
(III 469-76) | | . ‘

The Wife of Bath does not lfﬁger on the problems of growing old but they arise again in her
tale, and the reader is made aware that she has only memories; she has not even taken steps
towards 'securing a sixth husband. Root argues that C}m»e%r has deliberately placed this
touch of sadness in the Wife's voice. Chaucer decides in favour of dectrme the Wife has
not lived according to the ideals she knows and urferstands: thus' she is ‘ot happy 45
Chaucer only lets the mirthfyl fagade shp a httle, only enough to show us that there is pam
behind the Wife's gap-toothed smile.

An argument can be made, however, that the Wife of Bath does a'ttexﬂpt to follow one
ideal in her own life. The Wife of Bath has spent her life searchmg for happiness in .
marriage '1d marnage 1s the state in which she wishes to find her ideal: she does not seek ’
sex outside of mamage The \Wif¢ argues to her first three husbands that a wife may
commit’ adultexfy, as long as she also pro_v1des for the sexual needs of her husband:

o "Have thou ynogh, what thar thee recche or care
. How myrily that othere folkes fare?
For, certeyn, olde dotard, by youre leve, .
Ye shul have queynte right ynogh at eve.
He is to greet a nygard that wolde werne
A man to lighte a candle at his lanterne;
He shal have never the lasse hght, pardee by
(T; 329-35) ' ‘

The Wife does not clan:n that she foll wS. through on thls threat, ﬁnly that\he uses it to
dommata her husbands If they fear sHe will commit adultery, they will g1ve her what she
wants in order t0 prevent her. ftom dging so The Wife i is, in fact devastated by the
_ adglte{y ef het' fotn'th l:t:sb'paq% - ‘ ,
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"I seye, 1 hadde in herte greet desplt
That he of any cother had delit. ". - -
(11, 481-82) © .

Her husband's adultery ends the Wife's dream of an ideal marriage. And if she cannot
have love, she w111 makc her husband suffer for it. The Wife does not commlt adultery.
but she gives thc appcarancc of it m or'der to make her husband jealous:46

a "\

' "But he was quit, by God and by Semt Joce!

v ; folk swich cheere - ‘ L
"Ihatin‘;iwém grece I made hym frye ‘ o,

* For angre, and for verray Jalousye " ' K ‘
(III 483-88)

3
*

Even when she flirts with Iankyg, the foc withholds sex until after marnage. sex is part
of the 1nducem¢;'.m~ to- marnage 47 The Wife is seeking an ideal which cannot be fulfilled
unless she does not make love with Jankyn until after they are marncd The Wr&'e of Bath
never clalms that she commits either adultery or formcatxon.“8 perhaps she iST pung‘
one ideal by seelcmg sexual hgppiness only within marriage. e

It maybe that the yearmng to enact an ideal is not the only reason the Wife of Bath
seeks only marital sex. Perhaps part of the reason thc Wife does not seek illicit sex is-that it .
would be bad busmcss As we have secn rnarr'mgc for the foc of Bath is a business
venture: sex is exchanged for money. This sort of arrangcmem is not possible with a-v’ _
Iover. Although a lover can bc bought, hlS ﬁdchty cannot, nor does the Wife have recoursé
to a higher authority should her lover prove unfaithful. And when the Wife was young
enough to sell sex instead of buy it, she had no guarantee that a lovcr mlght not seek a lcss N
expensive mistress. Dlicit sex is bad business. :

So the Wife is not mouvatcd purely by the desire to have some- form of ndcal in hcr |
life. Perhaps, thefi, she does cormmt either adultcry or fornication. Whllc descrxbmg her
in the General Prologuc, the narrator is not abovc castmg aspcrsxons on her sexual
‘morality. He says: o : R _ ' . N
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She koudo' muchel of wandrynge by the weye.

In fclawshxpc wel koude she laughe and carpe.
Of remedies of love she knew per chaunce,
For she koude of that art the olde daunce.

{, 467-76) : ,

”

Thcsedmes are amblguous Thcy can be read as meaning that the Wife. of Bath is good
company and knows charms for love-longing; or they can be read for scxual innuendo.
Moreover, as Robertson points out, the mention of the Old Dance links the Wife with
fom1canon.49 Two lines over which there has been much debate follow: ‘

* Housbondes at chirche dore s‘hc° hadde fyve, _
‘Withouten cother compax gnye in youthc, - ‘ o
@, 460-61) ' . ) - h -
+ ' Ty E
"Wlthoutcn oother co_tppaignyc" is also amblguous does mmcan the Wife had no company
other than her husbaqu or does it mean she had five husbands as well as other company?
Both meamngs are &;s'sible,m and I beheve Chaucer dehberately left the interpretation
open K Oberembt’behevcs the Wife of Bath never commlttcd adultery.’1 G. Cigman
" belioves the. Wife repamed faithful to each husband for as long as he lived.52 Chaucer
calls her the W:fe of Bath, and this name m&;ﬁelf seems s1gmﬁcant Whether the Wife
remains faithful or not, and whether her reason for ﬁdehty in mamagc:% the search for an
ideal or the dtctatcs of good business cannot be proven. However even if the Wife of Bath
is attemptmg to pursue an ideal by seeking sexual pleasure only within marriage, she is
breakmg anothcr tenet of doctrine by valumg that pleasure too highly, ’
~ Whether or not the Wife of Bath attempts to pursue some ideal in her own life, she
does recognize that an ideal code of behaviour exists. In her tale the Wlfe portrays’
. characters-who act accordmg to the dxctates of justice, mercy, and genulesse, she confuses
courtly and doctrinal ideals. Most 1mportantly, from her point of view, the Wife portrays a
- marriage in which the husband wﬂhngly gives mastcry_ to the wife, and because he has
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~ done so wrlhngly, the wife acas only to please the husband thm her tale the Wife is
striving for an ideal, yet in her life she perceives ideals as somethmg separate and -
unattainable. The Wife of ‘Bath's parodxc use of religious emblems demonstrates that she
recognizes the letter of doctrine, but cannot grasp its spirit. ‘Although the ideals portrayed
in her tale, her sadness, and her defensiveness all demonstrate her recogmtion that she has
. 'missed some spiritual fulﬁllment, the Wife. of Bath refuses to act accordxng to the dictates
"_6f doctrine and is unable to apply the ideal to herself.

In the Wife of Bath Chaucer has created a hvely, likeable pllgnm who knows the
patristic arguments and nonetheless chooses the world. Because we like her we tend to
empathize with the Wife and accept her worldly pomt of v1ew But Chaucer does not allow
our empathy to remain unchallenged His parodies of the Wife unfavourably compare her

. to ideal emblems, and he does not give her a complete understandmg of the doctrine shc
- employs. Thus we cannot unreserved.ly accept the Wife of Bath's way of life. Although
the Parson states that there are many ways to reach Christ, we know that the Wlfe has not .
chosen any of them: ’

Stondeth upon the weyes, and seeth and axeth of olde cFathes (that isto’
seyn, of olde sentences) which is the goode wey,/ and walketh in that
-wey, and ye shal fynde refresshynge for youre soules, etc./- Manye
been the weyes espirituels that leden folk to oure Lord Jhesu Crist, and
to the regne of glone X, 77-79) . ‘

She does not understand the "olde sentences" and cannot learn from them the right way to -
live. - L o ' _

- The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale pcrtray a narrower vision of human activity
than the Miller's. In both cases the actmty examined is sex, and parody is employed to
compare the ideal with the actual Unlike the Miller's s, the Wlfe of Bath's tone does not
reconcile the ideal and the actual she does not have the Miller's confidence that she knows
the best way. The Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale is the second of three secular pieces I

‘am examining; it shows the pattern of narrowing vision which the Merchant will continue’
 with his tale. |



IV.The Merchant

In the Miller's Tale Chat.cer depicts the 1deal and the actual as mterpenetratmg, in the
foe of Bath's Prologue and Tale he depicts them as coexxsung separately This pattern of
~ narrowing vision, of limiting possrbtlmes, continues in the Merchant's Tale as the

" Merchant shows doctrine condemning all the characters. In his tale the Merchant portrays
sordid lives: he does not hesitate to show petty evil or to exaggerate stupidity and cunning.
The Merchant recognizes how vile his characters are, and he wants his audience to

o recognize this too. The Merchant's Tale differs from the Miller's and the ~W1fe of Bath's
* . not only in the vileness of his characters but also in his use of parody. Agam, religious

ideals are invoked through allusion and the ideal is parodied; however, the only,effect is to
- damn the characters. In the Mrller's Tale parody joins the i i al and the actual;-in the Wife
- of Bath's Prologue and Tale parody shows the connection, i@er enacted, between them; in
the Merchant's Tale parody serves only to condemn characters who do not even yearn for
the ideal. The Merchant' s Tale continues the narrowing of vision: Chaucer allows the
Merchant to invoke the ideal, but demes the ideal any role-except that of condemnation.
To deny any pallranve, any hope, to condemn without possibility of redemption, is a

o very unappealmg role, and thus Chaucer has, the Merchant play this role rather than .

himself. 'As he is with all of the Canterbury Tales, Chaucer is the ultimate teller of the
Mcrchant $ Tale, however, in this tale Chaucer very successfully maintains the 111usxon of
the Merchant as teller, Although he is tellmg the Merchant's Tale and has a purpose in
domg 50, Chaucer deliberately withdraws himself from view. Chaucer's. voice is
smgularly absent from the tale; we do not hear him ndrculmg the Merchant by having him
invoke 1deals he does not understand. Unlike the Wife of Bath's, the Merchant's
understandmg of doctrine is compiete; like her, he cannot internalize the true value of love
and acceptance Because his understandmg is complete, the Merchant's parodxes do not
backfire, nor does he unkhowmgly misapply doctrine. These are the acts of the Wife of
Bath, and we can perceive Chaucer behind them, pulling the strings and demanding a |
reaction. We also see Chaucer Behind the Wife when in her portrait he unfavorably
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compares her with religious emblems. In the Miller's Tale Chaucer's voice is not raised to

" mock the teller; instead Chaucer complinuents the Miller by having him deliver a tale in
which the learning and style are beyond his capabthnes- Only in the Merchant's Prologue
and the Epilogue to the Merchant's Tale can the audience perceive Chaucer pronouncing -
judgement on this pilgrim. For the duration of the tale, it is the Merchant who is in control.
The Merchant is well aware of the tone and content of his tale; his allusions and parodies
are deliberate. The Merchant himself has made an unhappy mamage, he knows the tricks

- and treacheries wives wﬂl perform, 50 he tells about unfaithful wives. Because he is bitter

: about his own experience, the Merchant tells his tale so that ever'y character is worthy only
of condemnation. X ‘ : :

Chaucer has created a ptlgnrn whose purpose is to point out the sordid failings of
humamty, in tellmg the Merchant's Tale, Chaucer employs this cynicism for the purpose of
creating fertile ground fora larger vision. The Merchant s Tale furthers the linear pattern or
narrowing vision started by the M111e_rs Tale and the Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale.
Through the Merchant's bitter and ,condemnatory tone doctrine becomes narrow and
constraining; the ideal of behaviour is outside the realm of human possibility and exists
only to condemn. Chaucer has withdrawn himself from this tale so that it will not be he but
- rather the Merchant who condemns the characters. Of the tales I examine, the Merchant's
Tale presents the narr,p;west ylslon an unhealthy vision which the audience rejects. In this -
way the Merchants 'na:le prepares the reader for the hope that the pattern will spiral back to
the widest vision, as it does in the tale. with the strongest doctrinal basis. )

It is the Merchant, then, who provides for and encourages reader response. The
_ Merchant tells his audience what to think about the characters; he warns them about
: treachery, he mocks the characters through irony to indicate how the audience should
respond. As well; the Merchant employs scriptural parody to produce certain audience
* responses. As we have seen before, scriptural parody demands a patristic reading simply

by being scnptural the characters who parody the ideal are 1mphc1tly compared to this
» ideal. However, 1t is .;not only the patristic reader who condemns the characters in the
Merchant s Tale. Even the worldly reader of the Miller's Tale, the reader who forgives
N1cholas and Alisoun, often condenms May, January, and Damian. Readershxp of the
Merchant's Tale is split. Although a few readers co mn Nicholas and Ah(sqr.%ese are
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mostly patristic readers such as Robertson. May, JanuaW and Damian are much more
" commonly condemned, even by those who rejoiced in Nicholas and Alisoun. Nicholas and
Alisoun could be forgtven on the basis of the tone of the Miller's Tale,, May, January, and
Damian. aredamned by the-tone of the Merchant's Tale. H(ﬁhvev‘er, the Merchant does not
 invite us to condemn these three characters equally, as I wxll discuss later. The Merchant
" condemns his characters for falling short of the ideal code of sexual behaviour, and his tone
_ and comments demand that the reader do the same. “Parody § the Merchant's Tale cannot
reconcile the ideal and the actual; the characters are| portrayed as incapable of
understanding, much less attaining, the doctrinal ideal invoked by parody :
. The parody is the Merchant s; by absenting his voice fnom the tale and allowing the .
Merchant to speak as v1nd1ct1vely as he chooses, Chaucer is' absentmg himself from making
the same judgements as the Merchant. The Merchant's ﬁrét target for condemnation is
January., One major example of the Merchant S condemnanon of January can be seen in the
pronouncements the Merchant has January utter concerning ‘,Vwes and mamage January .
cites scripture for authority in his pronouncements, but he a ?phes only to the letter of the
‘doctrine, not to the spirit. Unlike the Wife of Bath, J anuary seems unaware that the spirit
even exists, or that it might be different from the letter. J anuary is condemned not only by
his ignorance concerning doctrine, but also by the very mention of doctrine. By referring
to doctrine in order to Justrfy his reasons for marrying, January believes he is establishing
those reasons as ideal; howcver, his doctnne is a parody, just as he is a parody of a good
Christian man wishing to marry. January's ‘references to doctrine invoke the ideal of whlch
he is incapable, and of which May is incapable. The Merchant, who controls January s
- actions, condemns him for not understanding doctrine, and the Merchant invites this
reaction from hi$ audience. Knowing that January is heading for a fall is not enough to
provoke the audience's laughter; Ianuary $ fall will only be funny if somethxﬂg is gamed
“through it. S {
: Perhaps takmg hxs cue from the Wifé of Bath, the Merchant demonstrates that
January regards marriage as a kind of barter \and will use money to buy sex. However, -
even more than this, January is buying respecta ility and comfort. Sex is legalized through
marriage, and a wife is always ready to serve\her husband's desires Like the Wife of
Bath, January understands only' the letter of the law, not the spirit. Even the images
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.January uses when thinking of his imminent marriage reflect his view of it as a business
transaction. In trying to decide upon a wife, January pictures the market where he sees
them co:mng and going: '

Man fair shap and man;; a faxr visage
- Ther passeth thurgh his herte nyght by nyght,
As whoso tooke a mirour, polisshed bryght,
And sette it in a commune market-place,
+ Thanne sholde he se ful many a figure pace
By his mirour. . '
(IV,1580-85)

i

Orice he has choscn May and married her, January believes that he in some way owns
,her 1 She is his wife and must obey him; she is an object that he must hold. Especlally
after January goes blind, he needs to touch May so that she always moves thhm the
sphere of his control: ' ¢ -

He paciently took his adversitee,
Save, out of doute, he may nat forgoon
Lhat he nas Jalous everemoore in oon;

ghich Jalousye it was so outrageous,
‘Bt neither in halle, n'yn noon oother hous,
'Ne in noon oother place, neverthemo,

He nolde suffre hire for to ryde or go,

But if that he had hond on hire alway.

(IV, 2084-91)

[+

Even with May always within an arm's reach January is not sure of his control. To gain -
the control he desires, January offers May money: /

"Beth to me trewe, and I wol telle yow why.
Thre thynges, certes, shal ye wynne therby:
First, love of Crist, and'to youreself honour,
“And al myn heritage, toun and tour;
"I yeve it yow, maketh chartres as yow lcstc "
v, 216 -73) :
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January is offering May a commercial bargain. He has bought sex by bliying a wife; now
he will try to pufchase fidelity, Although January's attitude towards marriage as commerce
is not specifically contrary to stated doctrine, his attitude does run counter to the
sacramental naturé of marriage.- Marriage as commerce is not a parody of the ideal of -
 marriage; rather the Merchant is asking his #idience to see the shallowness of January's
percepnons of marriage. Buymg a wife is an action appropriate for a merchant, and this
action becomes even more appropnate for this Merchant when we remember the description
of his marital happmess How then can we trust the Merchant to elucidate correctly
ideal of mnmage? As we will see, the Merchant has learned from his marriage as J anugy
does not. A
January uses scripture to justify his beliefs about marriage: he cites.famous wives
from thie Bible who were, he claims, obedient to their husbands. This justification takes
place in the so-called "marriage encomium,"?2 the praise of marriage which seems to be
spokeh in the Merchant's voice rather than January's. I believe that this' marriage
encomium reflects January's thoughts and is meant to be understood as January s: it is
placed between two of January s speeches and is typxcal of January's attitude. As well, the
Merchant seems aware of the true nature of the wives January cites, and given the
Merchant's propensities to mock January through January's own willful ignorance, it is
casy to believe that he-places this praxse of marriage in January s mind in order to mock
~ him more thoroughly.
J anuary cites a list of wives from the Bible as proof that wives are Obedlent to their
husbands_and ever ready to help their men through good advice:
. B |
Lo, how that Jacob, as thise clerkes rede,
By good conseil of his mooder Rebekke,
- Boond the kydes skyn aboute his nekke,
For which his fadres benyson he wan.
Lo, Judith, as the storie-e¢k telle kan,
By wys conseil she Goddes peple kepte,
And slow hym Olofernus, whil he slepte.
- Lo, Abxga 1, by good conseil, how she

Saved hir housbonde Nabal, whan that he
Sholde han be slayn; and looke, Ester also



By good conseil delyvered out of wo 4 : '!
The peple of God, and made hym Mardochee - "
Of Assuere enhaunced. for to be. '

(IV, 1362-74)
ﬁg}’

Certainly these women are fine examples of God's servants, and they serve GoMi
through their advice. However, these are all women who betray men: three betray their
husbands, and one betrays the man who would be her lover.3

January knows the names of these women but not their complcte stories. He cites
their names because they are praise-worthy women who have been wives. ] anuary praises
them, therefore, as wives, but it is not in their wedded statefthat the virtues for which these
womc}) are known lie. By exposing January's ignorance, the Merchant mocks him; his
method is parody. January repeats the praise of these women, but with a difference, and
does not understand thata difference exists. The audience understands the difference, and .
thus can mock January. With this same List of biblical wives the Merchant achieves one
other small piece of parody. May is implicitly compared with these women becau they
are be;ing discussed in the context of marriage and she marries January. Like the
May betrays her husband; hchvcr, she is not following a higher law from God wt
does so. May follows only her own inclinations, and when set against the religious -
emblem of these ideal worden she suffers. Thus the Merchant condemns May as well as
January.. . .
The Merchant again condemns both May and January by citing Sarah and Rebecca in

iage ceremony: o ' '

thei

Forth comth the preest, with stole aboute his nekke,
And bad hire [May] be lyk Sarra and Rebekke

In wysdom and in trouthe of mariage.

av, 1703-5)

May will not be true in marriage, and thus falls short of thcéc idcaI éxamplcs. As well,
Judith, Esther, and Rebecca are Marian prefigurations, and all are implicitly compared to
'May.4 May does not measure up to Mary's unstained virtue and according to the phtristig:
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reader must be condemned when compared with this ideal %’Cmn g Sarah and Rebecch also
condemns January. Sarah and Rebecca represent sacramental marriage.5 Concerned only
with satisfying his lust, January does not think of the sacramental nature of marriage, nor
 of children and fidelity, the two other goods of marriage. Later I shall demonstrate that
although he mentions them, Januafy does not finderstand the three goods of marriage.
" Thus the Merchant condemns J anuary by invoking the ideal January should be
contemplanng .

As well as ignoring the sacramental aspect of marriage, January mtcrprets the
marriage vow in his own unique way. In his comparison of marriage and bachelorhood
January repeats significant words from the bride's promise in her marriage vow:

Wel may his herte in joy{nd blisse habounde,
For who kan be so buxom as a wyf? ..
Who is so trewe, and eek so ententyf

-To kepe hym, syk or hool, as is his make?
For wele or wo she wole hym nat forsakc
v, 1286-90)

“"Buxom", "trewe", "syk or hool”, and "wele or wo". are phrascs fro&'i"the bnde's mamagc tz?‘
vow, phrases which the Merchant's audience would have recog‘nggig‘5
indeed promised by the bride. However, January secmsfto haven-f gottes
makes a similar promise, and that the husband, too, must em; fotahts v;gf ANE?

of Bath's January's view of marriage is wholly sclﬁsh_ hc dOes not reaﬁzz thatﬁ% tog musﬁh

The Merchant again mocks January s selfishness
concerning niarriagc from Matthew 19: 5-6:’8

L d

O flessh they been, and o fleesh, as I gesse; g
Hath but oon herte, in wele and in distresse! °;,
(v, 1335-36) .




January is thinking only that his wife will share his pain; he does not consider that he may
have to share his wife's pain. Again, the Merchant mocks May in this passage. May will
be very differerit from the postulated wife, and the difference will not be in May's favour,

»  The Merchant does not condemn January merely through the hints and allusions
which season January's thoughts, he also condemns January by showing how January
misuses doctrine. January invokes the doctrines concemning marriage but twists them so
that they may be cmployed to satisfy his lyst. Unlike the foc of Bath who deliberately
and carefully twists docmne, January seems honestly to believe he is following the
doctrinal precepts of marriage. For instance, January attempts to come to terms with
Augustine'sﬂxrl:e goods of marriage. Children, January proclaims, are a good reason not

only to megry, but also to perform marital sex. The children of marriage are a kind of
praise to God: ‘

L]

- I hc ne may nat lyven chaast his lyf,

Take hym a wyf with greet devocioun,
) By cause of leveful procreacioun
L Of children, to th'onour of God abovc, o

And nat oonly for paramour or love.” |

(IV 144650) R ‘
¢ .

To bear children and to raise them according to God's laws is certainly one of the goods of
marriage, but it is not the reason January wants children. He has stated the real reason
earlier:

"Yet were me levere houndes had me eten,
Than that myn heritage sholde falle

In straunge hand, and tlus I telle yow alle.”
(IV, 1438-40)

January selfishly wishes to kccp‘his inheritance only for his own offspring.
January similarly twists the second good of marriage: fidelity. Because he would be
unable to remhain faithful to an older, less attractive woman, January states that he must

\
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have a young wife:

"I-wool noon oold wyf han nght for this cause.
For if so were I hadde swich myschaunce, L
‘That I in hire ne koude han no plesaunce, _ -
Thanne sholde I lede my lyf in avoutrye, i

. And go streight to the devel, whan I dyc Sl

(IV 1432-36)

vt

Agdin, January ignorcs the mutuality of marriage. Why should his wife desire him, whois
old, if hc w1ll not desire an "oold" woman? J anuary s fidelity is based solely on lust; he
dcmonstrates no virtue in his attcmpt to follow this good of marrfagc

The third and most unportant good of marnage is the sacramental nature of marriage.
Because marriage is’ man s way of enacting the mamage between Christ and the church,
man's’ mamagc takes .on some of the divine nature of Christ's marriage. This is its
sacramental aspect. Completely chaste, Christ's marriage to the church 1s a lovmg
rclanonshlp which has nothing to do with scx January is aware of the potential for a ‘
chaste marriage, but he will disregard it, even. though he knows it to be best

"Or for that ech of hem sholde helpen oother
In meschief, as a suster shal the brother;
And lyve in chastitee ful holily.. :
~ But sires, by youre leve, that am nat L."
: (IV 1453-56)

January will not even attémp‘t to live in the mannér he knows to be best: his whole reason .
for gcmng married to sansfy his lust Even in bed January clalms doctnnal authonty for
his sexual play ‘

"It is no fors how longe. that we pleye;
In trewe wedlok coupled be we tweye;
And blessed be the yok that we been inne,
For in oure actes we mowe do no synne.
\g man may do no synne with his wyf, '
e hurte hymselven with his owene knyf,



For we han leve to plcye us by the lawe."
(IV, 1835-41) ;

January c%m marriage one is allowegdds ‘lecherous;’ he is ignoring the fact; that’
lust in marriage Was considered a venial si w . '
In his tale the Merghant uses sciijig o condemn his characters, and m the

begmmng of the tale he condemns January more than May. Made less appealing by bemg '
.portrayed as lecherous and ugly, January instigates the less‘than-perfect marriage.
Depicted as silently enduripg January's loaihesome advances, May wins the audxence S.
"sympagly The Merchant has shown January s lust; he also dcscnbcs January's farhngs as
a lover: :

He lulleth hire, he kisseth hire ful ofte; -
With thikke brustles of his berd unsofte,
_ Lyk to the skyn of houndfyssh sharp as brere--
" For he was shave al newe in his manere--
He rubbeth hire aboute hir tendre face,
And seyde thus, "Allas! I moot trespace
- To yow, my spouse, and yow greetly offénde, .
Er tyme come that I wil doun descende."”
(IV 1823 30)

May's rcvulsion is carcfu‘lly undcrstatcd, lending her a heroic stoicism:

Thc slakke skyn aboute his nekke shake
Whil that he sang, so chaunteth he and ct
But God woot what that May thoughte in-hi
Whan she hym saugh up sittynge in his sherte,
In his nyght-cappe, and with his nekke lene; ‘ ‘
- She preyseth nat his plcyyng worth a benc : ok ‘
. (IV, 1849-54) i ¢

: But lest that precious folk be with me wrooth
‘How that he wroghte, I dar nat to yow telle;
’ Or wheither hire thou ghte it paradys or hcllc
7 av, 1962 -64) ‘



N 5}
63
Vo ‘

In this manner thc Merohant generates‘:;mpathy for May at thc beginning of the tale.
* Because she is the secrmngly innocent v1cgm of the lust-of a revoltmg old man, and
because she endures so stmcally, May seems pqmcularly heroic.

. However, the Merchant does not allow this sympathy for May to stand By
committing adultery, May becomes guilty; she contributes to making the mamage less than -
~ideal and so must be judged. The.Merchant reinforces both his condemnation of May and
his blttcr tone by first building symp‘thy for May and then demonstratmg that she, oo, iss
| v fallen. His tone changes from sympath;mo scorn. When May takes a lover, the audxence :
fecls less sympathy for her. Although we can understand why.she takes a lover, May is no
longcr the stoic heroine more sinned agamst than sinning, and so we sympathxzc with her”
less. 10 As well, by emphasizing the sordid manner of her | lovc-ma.kmg, the Merchant
ensures that the audience will sympathize less with May. The Merchant superﬁaally casts
May's infidelity as a courtly-love romance, but cmpha51zes the adultery and undercuts the .
romantic qualities by portraymg them as absurdy He sets up the typical courtly—love
- triangle and according ‘to courtly uadmon takes h1s characters from the upper classes of
society. 11 Howevcr, the Merchant docs not tell a courtly romance; his tale is a fabliau,, the
perfect parody of courtly le; 12 In a courtly romance, the rituals of courtly love lend the '
affair grace; 1n a fabhau like the Miller's Tale, courtly love appears hilariously ridictlous; in
" the Mcrcl;%:ant s Tale courtly love lacks both grace and humour. Although they superﬁcxally -
follow ‘the rules and ceremonies of courtly love, May and Damian act with a vulganty

s which undercuts any sympathy the audience has for them. = o

Damian is castlgated almost 1mmed1ately for h1s love of May As January S servant
Damian owes January his loyalty, Damian's love for May is a betrayal of his lord. C.,
- Holman argues that this is no different from the posmon of Lancélot, who is, after all ‘the

‘achetypal. cguﬁly jover.13 The Mqrchant%wever, is castlgatmg the ‘entire courtly code,
and thus Damxan s resemblance to Lancelot redeems n fiher. For the Merchant courtly love

is not an 1dcal nor does the Mcrchant se¢ the courth  code: as a cloak for natural sexual
desire as the Miller does. For the Merchant c0urﬂy love is axcloak for lecherous adultery; it
“hides a mortal sin rather than a human foible. The Merchant ensures that his audience will
not see Datman posmvely, he wamns the audience against treachery from servants:
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= O perilous fyr, that in the bedstraw bredeth! -
O famulier foo, that his servyce bedeth! o
O servant traytour, false hoomly hewe,
Lyk to the naddre in bosgm sly uritrewe, ‘
God shilde us alle from youre acqueyntaunce'
O Januarie, dronken in plesaunce °
In mariage, se how thy Damyan, ‘
Thyn owéne squier and thy botne man, co
Entendeth for to do thee vrleynye : B
. (IV 1783—91) .

Y

All the exclamatxon marks and the dramauc "Oh's" tend to make this narrative comment
‘ overstated and perhaps ironic.  Can the Merchant really be castigating the lover. the hero of
his tale? Damian does, after all, perform the correct actions of the lover: he falls sick; he
begs"'mercy, he obeys his lady's wishes. 14 And the Merchant does not again warn Ris
audience about Damian. He docs not need to.- The Merchant's description of Damian's
'love-malﬂng is enough to convince any, reader who may have had doubts that Damlan ]
motrve is lust, just as J anuary s is: ’

3

Ladyes, I prey yow that ye be nat wrboth;
I kan nat glose, I am a rude man-- -
And sodeynly anon this Damyan L
Gan pullen up the smok and in he throng
(v, 2350-53) N

- The Merchant. condemns Damian openly for the betrayal of his master, and condemns him:
- more subtly by the manner in which that betrayal is performed. : N
~ The Merchant also undercuts May as the lady of a courtly romance “roﬁ@ her_ .
“social position and her acceptance of the lover, May is the lady However May's
acquiescence does not follow the standard months of pleas, gifts,’ and arguments she .

. accepts too“qurckly and therefore her love should be valued lightly. Also lachng tradmonal B
courtly grace is 'the method with whrch May dlsposes of Darman 8 &0ve note

Ay
L

She fé‘yned hire a§ mmn%rosw gon
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co Ther as ye woot that every wxghtmootneede
" And whan she of this bille hath taken heede,
She rente it al to cloutes atte lasts,
.~ Andin the pryvee softely it caste.
av, 1950-54) '

The Merchant need not have described where May reads the note or how she disposes of it.

‘Throwing the love-note in the pnvy casts a whole different light on the "courtly" affair, ahd

;i the sordid ngture of- May's betrayal is pomted up by the adverb the Merchant uses-to

describe her action: "wftely " "Softely" is, in fact, how paper ould land in the privy, but |

... the adverb is even more appropriate for its ironic comment on May s acuons here the-

Merchant i is demonstraung May's yleldmg nature; even her acts of throwmg are performed-
softly. January thought he would mould May like wax, she proves'to be too hard and too

shppery, and it,is she who moulds January and his percepuon of her.

c Metchant is not- mockmg only courtly love, nor is he mocking only May; he is

- stnkmg at both smlultaneously If she followed the senumental pretensmns of courtly
vlove May would secrete Damian's love- letter ikt to her heart. The privy is a much safer
_ place for the love-letter if she does not want it to be discovered. As May has none of the
':~ pretensxons mherent in the courtly lady, she should escape the scorn the Merchant directs at -

the courtly code. However. by surroundmg May with the emblems of courtly love and
then attackmg those emblems, the Metchant, by association, is attacking May.
From a patnsuc pomt\of view, May and Damian are condemned the moment they

undertake a courtly affatr this i is: adultery “The worldly reader is, however, mwe likely to

sympathlze with the young lovers who, after all, belong together. Because h‘ is lecherous,

and becguse he should know better than to choose a wife one third his age, J anuary asa
cuckold- gains very little sympathy The Merchant changes the audience's sympathy for

- May and Damian thro,ngh hls description of them as courtly lovers: they are vulgar and
L Vcompletely lacking in any redeemmg virtue. The Merchant cultivates horror and disgust

agamst all his characters. My reading of the Merchant's Tale as sordid is not merely the
result of knowmg that the Merchant is bitter about marriage because his own is unhappy;

' the tone of the tale also causes me to feel revolted. Any humour in the tale is very black. .
. Because he is bitter, the Merchant has mampulated the tone to cause tevulswn it is not our
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" ; knowledge of his marriage alone which causes our reaction. 15

- The same bitterness the Mcrchant directs at the lovers is also dm:cted at January And
in the same way, the Merchant augments that bitterness by first generating some sympathy
for January. The Merchant has January sing the Song of Songs to May, and the immediate

, Tesult of this singing is to generate audience sympathy for January January awakens one

mommg when he has been married to May for some time and praises her beauty with the.

followmg phrases from the Song of Songs: 16

"Rys up, my wyf, my love, my lady free! -
The turtles voys is herd, my dowve sweete;
The wynter is goon with alle his reynes weete.
Com forth now, with thyne eyen columbyn!
" How fairer been thy brestes than is wyn!
The gardyn is enclosed al aboute;
Com forth, my white spouse! out of doute
Thou hast me wounded in myn herte, O wyf!
No spot of thee ne knew I al my lyf.
- Com forth, and lat us taken oure disport;
I chees thee for my wyf and my confort "
av, 2138-48)

A patnsnc rcad_e; automaueally condemns Janua.ry for this song bccausc January's use of
scnpturc is blasphemous. However, the worldly redder may sympathize with January By
this time May does not look heroic: she i is about to betray her husband, and: her previous
actions have been described in'a way that illuminates their vulgarity. January, on the other
hand, is attempting poetry, pcrhaps his feclmgs for May have bccomc deeper than the lust

‘ for whxch he married her. .

- The Merchan; does not allow this sympathy for J anuary to stand. He 1mmcd1ately
commcnts on Ianuary s use of the Song of Songs and undercuts his attcmpt at poetry:

- "Swich olde lewed wordes used he” (IV, 2149). The Merchant's comment must shock all
‘but the most patristic reader. January's words are indeed "lewed"--he is demonstrating his

ignorance by employing doctrine in a manner which was never intended and which is
blasphemous. 17 But January was attcmptmg poetry; he was in the grip of some higher

- emotion. ThlS is 1anuary, the Merchant remmds his audxcncc January, gas no higher

&
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emotions T'he Merchant jolts the reader out of any sympathy he mig t have felt for
- January, snd removes the love portrayed in the Song of Songs from th¢realm of human

: p%t)’ Because the Song of Songs represents tie ideal of marriage, by sneering the

Me t destroys the value of marriage as an ideal ever to be obtamed by human beings.

In dirtying the theological bases upon which marriage rests, t.he Merchant encourages the
umon of the reader’s emotronal and moral dtsgust 18 Through his role as Adam, wh1ch I
- examine later, J anuary becomes the tale 8. representauve of mankmd, and he may not even
know where the words of his song come from--he certainly does not understand their
srgmficance Governed by his libido, January cannot even contemplate the kind of love
that exists between the Sponsa and the Sponsus. The reader is forced to realize not only
that Janaury is merely expressing his lust, he is also demonstrating his stypidity: the Song
of Songs cannot be applied to May Addressing' May as the Sponsa places her in the
position bf the Virgin Mary, a position for. which she is completely anqualified. 19
- Although she did ot ask to be compared with Mary May should strive to be the best she
can be so that she may reach heaven, January may-not know it, but h1s wife is definitely

not w1thout spot. S ,

: J'anuary, whether conscxously or not, employs scnpture when he smgs to May. He
' does not, however, employ parody. The parody is the Merchant's, and he uses it to’
* condemn both January and May.20 The Song of Songs serves a further purpose:”it -

mtroduces the garden of the Song of Songs the hortus conclusus. January. has builta -
,garden wherein he indulges in sexual play Robertson pomts out that gardens are often . -

parodies of the garden in the Song of Songs and of the garden of Eden. As such, the
gardens reflect badly on those, who visit them f‘or the purposes of lust 21 January s garden .
is then really three gardens January's garden, a lgve-nest intimately connected with May

- and sexual pleasure; the. hortus conclusus of the Song of Songs and the garden of Eden :

paradise, which also suggests the paradise earth will become after Judgement Day By
suggesting the two biblical gardens for the purposes of parody, the Merchant ensures that-
' those who enter J. anuary s garden will be judged against the rehglous emblems.

The Eden emblem is perhaps the more 1mmediately ob.vrous of the two

, ant:es between Adam and Eve and January and May abound. Both stories describe’a -
' husband and wrfe tn [&n. The »wrfe isledi into sm by a third party; the sin 1nvolves a

o
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fruit tree. and has sexual uuplxcauons The third party has demomc connections While
Eve's tempter was Satan, lord of the devils, May's tempter is Damian, whose very name
suggests the daemon of ecclesiastical Latin.22 Differences between the Edeg myth and the
tale of January and May are, of course. mOre interesting: they mvanably condemn the
characters. B -
;}g * Inmarrying, January beheves that he is attammg paradxse on earth. - This 1mmedmely :
“Jlinks him to Adam, the’one man who actually had an earthly puradise Like Janus Who
looks backwards and f?m\rds unwﬂlmg to settle for the lot of fallen man, paradise in'
heavgg after death, Ianuary wants his paradise on carth as well as in heaven.23 January
thmk? to attain t}ns paradlse through mamage Marnage will prepare his soul for heaven

%

v With face sad his tale he hath hem toold.
'He séyde, "Freendes, I am hoor.and oold, .
. And 00st, God woot, on my pittes brynke;
~ Upon my'Soule somwhat moste [ thynke. .
I have my body folily despended; " .
Blessed be God that it shal been amended! '
For I wol be, certeyn, a wedded man,
And that anoon in al the haste I kan. -
(IV, 1399-1406)

More 1mportantly, marriage w111 provide January Wxth a paradrse while he still lives. May, |
once he marries her, becomes January S earthly paradrse &

And Januarie hath faste in armes take

ﬁmMa}', his paradys, his make , .

In order to further his paradlsal love-making, January builds the garden, and there he
performs sexual acts which were beyond his capabrhty outsrde the garden:

Lo

o

" And whan he wolde paye hrs wyf hir dette
" In somer seson, thider wolde he go, =
And May his wyf, and no wight but they two,
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And th ges ‘ﬁuche that were nat doon abedde,
He in the gardyn parfourned hem and spedde. -
(Iv, 2048-52)

The garden is representative of May,24 both from January's point of view, and from the
Merchant's. Like May, the garden is enclosed, and only for January' s use. Because of its
 sexual purpose the garden represents May's.genitals. The garden s intimately connected
~ with May and with love-making; it is January s garden of paradise.

January, then, has been given Adam's position in Eden: he is the husband in
paradise. Adam, according to Aqumas, was the more guilty ih the fall of man from '
Eden.25 By analogy, January is the more gullty for the failure of his own marriage;
howe\fcr, he does not learn from his failure as Adam does. .Adam leams repentance and is
given ghie promise that one day his fall will be rcdcemcd. Despite January s claim thét he is

a.rry!é to. save his soul, he is unwxlhng to seek the real paradise. He commits the sin of

- lust in marriage and believes i m his 1llusory paradise so that he need not seck the real one.

Once his marnage has failed January does not repent; he refuses to even recognize that
there is sin. January, unlike his counterpart Adam, cannot even make the fall that would
lead to salvation.

Several minor emblems of the Mn of Eden and the ‘hortus conclusus exist in the
pear tree, the gate, and the key. The pear tree represents the tree of knowledge. This is not
unusual as some medieval theologians postufated that the tree of knowledge might have
" been a pear tree. 26 Further, the pcarkis considered a phallic symbol, and thus' is
apmpnatc toa tree Wthh glves sexual knowledge. 27 Damian is analogous to the snake.
He is not a parody of the snake, but is rather a representation of it, and can.be Seen“as
cqually evil. Parody implies. some difference in judgement between the origt %?and the
repetmon, the Mcrchant is not contrastmg Damian with Satan, he i is comparing -them.
Dam:an s penis is, symbolically, the key to the garden. 28 -

Damlan s ‘connection with the hortus conclusus is Iess direct. J. Bugge points out
that "wyket" and "cliket" represent female and male genitalia; ggain Damian’s penis is the
key; the ga¥den to whxch he gains entrance is May s vagina: 29@5

- \
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On Damyan a signe made she, :

That he sholde go biforn with his cliket.
. This Damyan thanne hath opened the wyket. -
i (IV,2150-52) - :

‘The hortus -conclusus is the enclosed garden, January's garden. Both literally and H
allegoncally, Damian has thp;tey and plays the role of the Sponsus. He also plays the role
of the Sponsus by gathering frun, an appropriate euphemism for Damian's adultery with
, , May.? 30 As a parody of the Sponsus, Damian's implicit comparison with the ideal
condcmns him. He has usurped January's role by gathering the fruit, and he falls short of -
being the ideal and chaste lover the Sponsus suggests. The garden of Eden and the garden
from the Song of Songs are intérwoven in their parody, January's garden. Both serve to
condemn the charactcrs who interatt m%is garden by implicitly comparing them with their
ideal ongmals ' : L

Medxeval theology lmked the tree of knowledge to the cross. ' By sctting u‘p thc
incredibly acrobatic adultery-in-a-tree, the Merchant mamp_,u_la_tes this link and condemns
May for more than her infidelity. To the medieval Christian, the tree of knowledge and the
Cross were the same symbol, except that each was the reverse of the other.: The tree was
the means of man's fall; the cross was the means of man's redemption. There was even a
belief in Chaucer's time that the cross was made from the wood of the tree of knowledge.
Struggling with Christ on the Cross was an image employed to mean the coming to terms
with faith, the opening of one's eyes to God.31 If the tree and the cross are the same
symbol, then when May strugglcs with Damian in the pear tree, she is also, allegorically,
strugglmg with a man, Christ, on the cross. However, it is not her own eyes that she is
opening; May's actions open January's eyes. 32 The whole struggle in the tree is a bitter
parody. Damian is no Christ, and May is not a Christian seeking to come to terms with her
faith: both suffer badly from the comparison. Even the opening of January's ‘eycsais only
literal. Méy convinces him that he cannot believe what he has sccn; and January's eyes
remam closed to sin, repentance, and faith, :

Two less subtle parodies which condemn May are also linked to the garden May isa
parody both of Eve and of Mary. May plays the role of Eve in the Eden allegory, and -
although Eve's official portion of guilt is less than Adam's,33 she was more popularly

-
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given the role of blame.34 May, by analogy, is assigned guilt for her faithless marriage to
January, and like January, she is worse than her Edenic counterpart because she does n@g
recognize her guilt and offer penance for it. May is also like Eve in that she demands fruit,

and it s this demand for fruit which directly precedes her sin:35.

"Now sire," quod she, "for aught that may bityde,
I moste han of the peres that I see,

Or I moot dye, so soore longeth me

To eten of the smale peres grene."”

(IV, 2330-33) - '

’

So May is cast in the role of Eve, and it is Eve who closed the gates to paradise.
'_ Unconscxously parodymg Eve, May opens the gates to "paradise," an act which operates to
the detriment of all.36 May represents Eve and January represesnts Adam. In Genesis,
Adam and Eve are all humanity. By extension, May and January represent all humanity
~ and once again the Merchant's Tale condemns universally. May and January sin mortally

and must be damned: is the rest of mankind any different? ' o

Eve was said to have closed the gates of paradise, she was forced to leave Eden, but

Mary opened them again by providing the means of man's re&empuon and access to the
paradise earth would eventually become.37 Like Mary, May opens the gates to paradise,
but her‘parndise is illusory and leads to damnation; May must be condemned for her
actions, éspecially when they are compared with the ideal of Mary. In asking for fruit, .
May again unconsciously parodies Mary. In "Cherry-Tree Carol" Mary asks Joseph for
cherries.38 Again May suffers through the comparison: she is feigning a desire for pears
in order to commit adultery.. hnplicit in the 'setting'of the gardeq is a ﬁnal‘c':omparison -
between ‘Mary and May. The garden of the Song of Songs represents Mary's inviolate
v1rgxmty 39 we have seen how January's garderi represents May's genitals, and it is in
this garden that May practises lust. May can only be condemned by her implicit -
~ comparison with Mary, of whom she is a parody. \ b

~* The Merchant has deliberately woven allusions to the Song of SOngs and the garden
of Eden around January's garden January, Damian, the pear tree, and May are parodies of
specnfic emblems from these two pieces of scnpture By usmg parody the Merchant mvnes
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a certaim-audience response; he déliberately employs scriptural parody in order to ensure a
patristic response. Although a patristic reading may not be the only one possible, the use
of religious emblems provokes such a reading. The patristic reader of the Merchant's Tale
is not so different from that of the Miller's Tale or the Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale: he
condemns the characters who are parodies of the doctrinal ideals. Both the Miller's Tale
and the Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale-allowed for-a different audience response which
was not patristic and which did not condemn the characters so thoroughly, The Merchant's
"Tale does not. Because she perceives them as separate, the Wife of Bath fails to reconcile
" the ideal and the actual through parody. In the Merchant's Tale human beings are incapable
of the ideal: there is nothing to reconcile. The Merchant demands that his audience
condemn his characters. | ' |
(\\Chaucer has given the Merchant free rein to encourage this condemnation, and has
stepped out of view after providing a solid reason for the Merchant's motivation. Is
condemnation of his characters the response the Merchant receives? Certainly the Host
condemns May, and he speaks confidently. Although he may not be spcakmg for the rest
of the pll gnms, none of them dlsagrcc

Q v "Ey! Goddes Mercy!" seyde oure Hooste tho,
: "Now swich a wyf I pray God kepe me fro!
Lo, whiche sleightes and subtilitees
In wommen been! for ay as bisy as bees
Been they, us sely men for to deceyve,
And from the soothe evere wol they weyve; .
By this Marchauntes tale it preveth weel." =
(IV, 2419-25) o

~ The Host, Txowcver, does not condemn January, or even Damian. This is somewhat odd
as the Merchant condemns Januar}; both irnplicitly and explicitly in the telling of his tale.40
Pcrhaps the Host feels no need to condemn January because ‘January so obviously gets
what he deserves. Perhaps the pilgrims associate Janﬁary with the Merchant: modern
critics have tended towards, the same association.4! Such an association seems borne out
by the Merchant's Prologue:



"Wepyng and waylyng, care and oothcr sorwe , ,
I knowe ynogh, on even and a-morwe," Yo
. Quod the Marchant, "and so doon other mo
© That wedded been. I trowe that it be 80,
. For wel I woot it fareth so with me."

ooooooooooooooooooooooooo

"Now," quod oure Hoost, "Marchaunt, so God yow blcsse,
- Syn ye so muchel knowen of that art .
'Ful hertely I pray yow telle us part.”
"Gladly," quod he, "but of myn owene soore,
For soory herte, I telle may namoore."
av, 1213-44)

Thé ‘Merchant's dlsclalmcr that his tale will not be hxs own story, does not impress his
. audience as being true. Noshave the modemn critics believed January's disclaimer. What
" man would admit the problems January has with May? Besides, Chaucer often speaks
ironically, The pilgrims do not condemn January because they have no wish to insult the
Merchant. Modern critics treat January and the Merchant as equally ﬁctmous and feel no
compunction about condemning the Merchant.

Does the Merchant see himself as J anuary? The d1sc1a1rncr from his Prologue could
be a device to hide his shame from the rest of the pilgrims, a device which allows him to
save face. If this is so, then the'Merchant is January, and his harsh condemnation of
January is self-castigation for having committed the same mistakes. However, if January
truly represents the Merchant in all aspects, by the end of the tale January should also be
able to sec his own mistakes as the Merchant can see them. January cannot see these
mistakes. Perhaps the Merchant used to be Jaruary, but he, at least, has made the fall.42
P. Beidler presents a convincing argument that the Merchant actually sees himself as
Justinus. His tal; is an exemplum of Justinus' theory of marriage, and he speaks of his
own marriage in the same way Justinus does.43 Having been January, the Merchant now
sees the problems with his previous actions and thus can play the role of the -wise and
prudent Justintis, who knows where his own shoe pinches.

So the p\lgnm audience condemns May, but not January. The patristic audience
condemns both. Although it would like to feel sympathy for May as a courtly lady and for
January who learns to love, the ‘worldly audience &1so condemns both. The Merchant's

)
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tone does n&allow fo; sympathy. How have the modern critiég responded? Seme have

. laughed, finding the tale funny. Because of his lust and his stupidity, January has been

condemned by most. Because she is first portrayed as heroic and fythpathetic, May is |

condemned less, but she does not escape unscathed. Although there are cnncs who find
the tale funny, more perceive only a black humour. I believe the Merchant wishes us to
condemn his characters; I hear only scorn and anger in his voice. Through religious
parody the Merchant presents the ideal, the manner in which people should behave
according to doctrine. The ideal remains abstract: no one performs if; no one even attempts
it. In the Merchant's Tale the ideal is not only separate from actual behaviour, it is
irrevocably unattainable and exists only to condemn the actual. In the Merchant's Tale
p aoes not allow for reconciliation between the ideal and the actual.

Thc: l‘as&of the three secular tales I examine, the Merchant's Tale, lands unequwocally

" on thc side of doctrine and the 1dexl~4\-ld40ugh the spirit of the Merchant's Tale does not

reﬂ¢ct Christ's love, the doctrine portrayed by the tale is orthodox. Despite his claim to

virtuem following the three goods of marriage, January should be condemned; he does not

follow the spirit of God's law and desires only to satisfy his lust. The Parson outlines the

C f‘n;gé.,rcasons sexmay be performed hr;gnaniagc:
w o 5 i ¥

FARE . .@i%the lust of hire heste./ The thridde manere is venyal synne; and,

.4 ¥ Thannc shal men understonde that for thre thynges a man and his wyf
BN ﬂesshly mowen askemble The firste is'in enténte of engendrure of ;

e “children to the service of God; for certes that is the cause final of

mammoyne.[ Another cause is to yelden everich of hem to oother the

§ dette f hire bodies; for neither of hem hath power of his owene body.

' The thridde is for to eschewe leccherye and vileynye. The ferthe is for

* sothe deedl;y synne./ As to the firste, it is meritorie; the seconde also,
for, as seith the decree, that she hath merite of-chastitee that yeldeth to

T housbonde the dette of hir body, ye though it be agayn hir likynge

‘ trewely, scarsly may ther any of thise be withoute venial synne, for the |

- corrupcion and for the delit/ The fourthe manere is for to understonde,

‘ as if they assemble oonly for amorous love and for noon of the
foreseyde causes, but for to accomplice thilke brennynge delit, they
rekke nevere how ofte. Soothly it is deedly synne; and yet, with sorwe,
somme folk wol peynen hem moore to doon than to hire appetit
suffiseth. (X, 939-43)
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. The Parson even deals with January s claim thgt husband and wife can practice marital sex

as much as thb‘y iike without performmg any sm and he repeats the same phrase January

" used: \

- And for that many tman weneth that he may nat synne, for no :
‘likerousnesse that he doggh with his wyf, certes, that opinion-is fals.

_ 8G;9d) woot, a man may hymself with h1s owene knyf. . . .4 (X,

: Followmg the linear pattern estabhshed by the M111er and the Wlfe of Bath, the Merchant '

tells the bleakest of these three tales. Agaln the vision narrows

- The pattcrn however does not end with the Merchants Tale. Following the

precepts of doctrine, the Parson s Tale forms ‘a spiral pattern at the end of the Canterbury - '
Tales by allowmg for the greatest range of human activity wrthout mevrtable damnation. )

- The Parson explains the doctrine of repentance -Ultimately, the pattern of Manmhu_ry

I_ales leads the reader to an understanding of doctrine. However by concentrating on the - E

condemnatory aspects of Christian doctrine, the secular tales have not promoted amorality
based on love, Therefore ‘Chaucer $ retractlon of his secular works is not wholly
: unexpected yet nerther are his Retracuons wholly unamblguous
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Ihe_C_anmU_’[‘_alga is unfinished, but that does not limit the cornplexity of the tales
either individually or as a whole. Most of the tales. have more- than one possrble
mterpretauon and vanous methods of cnucal analysxs can be applied in order to. reveal the
different meamngs In applymg the theones of parody and reader response to the Miller's
- Tale, the Wife of Bath's Prologue and Tale. and the Merchants Tale, I believe I am
- examining devices Chaycer consciously mampulated in order to facﬂxta@ the i mterpretauons
I have d1scussed ' . «h. oy o

' By assummg a common conceptual background for&ﬁs rea(ﬁ and by manipulaun g
the emblems and stones .of that background Chaucer employs parody He. 1dent1fies an
emblem, repeatmg enough of its charactensucs so that it is recognizable, but changmg
- some charactenstlcs so that it is- no longer ideal. Through his use of parody Chaucer
invites 2drnpanson and Judgement, the changed emblém invokes the 1deal and is Judged by
thestanda\rdsofthatldeal RN G R :
‘ Long before it had been given a. name Chaucer was employmg the pnncxples of
j‘ireader response theory. In assuming that his readers have a common background Chaucer
assumes a certam audxence Because he understahds the reader’s role as co-creator of a
T text's: mterpretaaon, Chaucer exercises some control over hxsweaders by anncxpatmg therr

'L‘.‘“{'

| bi‘;‘ﬁs #.i’esm{}fe&; vE gen into thie Qﬂmﬁﬁﬂlﬁlﬂ are encourﬁement’of denial of,

and commentary ongthe s sponse's Chaucer anucxpates. Because the. ‘Tesponse. of a real
: reader is complex, ,'chosen to discuss only the responses of the pilgrims and the-.
- responses of two ﬁcu Ous and. stereotyped readers: the patristic and the worldly Parody
" and reader response are only two of the hterary techniques Chaucer employs in the
__Qanmhm_’[am but through examining them we can see how Chaucer establishes both
: patnstxc and worldly interpretations of hi whrch can exrst sxmultaneously in the nund
dfarealréader. , A BN : ‘-

" By examining the patnsuc and the\worldl v responses to three tales we have seen that .

| Ihe_Qamer_b_unL‘Lales portrays a basic conﬂxct between church doctrine concermng sex and

V. Conclusion; Spiralling Back

L ]

*‘-‘.




the way sex is actually practxced by fallible human bemgs Chaycer uses parody to invoke
the doctrmal 1deals while sunultaneously ponraymg how people actually live and behave
The pamst‘ic reader condemns the characters for ignoring doctrine; from his point of view
parody invites Judgement For the patristic reader Nicholas, Alisoun, the Wife of Bath,
| January, and May are all équally guilty of the mortal sin of lust. Although the worldly
reader recogmzes tha these characters are guilty, he measures them against his own failings
hratw than against the ideal, and he is therefore less wrlhng to Judge them. In-deciding
whether atale invites judgement or merely comparison, we.ust recogmze the. importance-.
of the teller's tone. The Miller's tane encourages a joy, mirth, and acteptance of the
characte:g despite thexr flaws. Even though she defends the worldly, the Wife of Bath's

~ sadness aad defensrveness dempnstrate even to the worldly reader that she understands that
*her way is not the best. The : hant $ pervaswe bxttemess forces even the worldly;eader ‘

to condemn May and J; anuary Tlte tone of each tale is not merely that of the pil who is
telhng ity it is also the, tone Chaucer has delrberately chosen for the teller. Chaucer
antrctpates tho responses of the patnstrc and the worldly readér and: accounts for them'
within the Camubnm_’r_ales. the prlgnms voice these responses both when they are
audience and when they arg tellers. @ |
, The conflict between church doctrine concemmg sex and the manner in whtch people
actually live and practice sex reﬂec:ts a more general concern and cqnﬂrct in the talés. All
o people. whether fictitious or real, may dtsregard doctrme not only ‘in their sexual -
haviour, but also in all their dealings with: each other. The conflict between doctrine.and
behaviour isa confhct between the 1dea1 and the actual Except for h1s saints, the
charactets in Chaucer‘s tales seem mcapable of followmg the doctrinal ideal of behawom
The pattem of the three secular tales I have dtscussed is.a linear one of narrowmg vision.
* Human activity gradually becomes 50 crrcumscrxbed by doctrine that people cannot act .
- without nskmg damnatton Begmnmg wrth the Mrllers Tale, the tale with the broadest
~ vision, we are shown miortal sin arid invited to compare it wrth a parody-invoked ideal. '
However. the rehgtous emblems in the Mrllers Tale also invoke a second system of
“values, one which depu:ts Nrcholas and Allsoun as partalnng of God's love.’ Being
narrated in atoneofmn'th,the talespomayalofmedtvme and the humanmterpenetraung -
ts remforced. }ess conﬁdent than the Mrller, the Wife of Bath defends sexual sin b§' trymg

.
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to subven rehgtous emblems and doctrine. Because she views the ideal as separate and
Tefuses to apply it to her own life, the Wife of Bath demonstrates a narrower vision. than the
M1ller The Merchant's vision is the narrowest. kae the Miller, the Uerchant port:rays .
mortal sin and through parody compares it with the ideal. The ideal he portrays is
“unattainable and he uses it only to condemn. In creating pilgrims to speak for hxm, -
“Chaucer cleverly relreves himse]f of responsibility; the pilgrims' attitudes are not
necessarily his own. Yeti m the ¢nd, both we and Chaucer know that he has created the
- pilgrims and their tales. The pilgrim narrators allow Chaucer to eapke certain responses in
3 |hls audlence and to build a pattern in Ihe_ﬂanmb_unﬂam w1thout comprotmsmg hisown -~ .
" integrity. : . o
The, pattern of narrowing vision is not umque the Miller's Tale. the Wife of Bath's .
Prologue and Tale, and the Mérchant's Tale, but rether pervades the Canterbury Tales. The
- question of correct behavrour isa theme in all of [the tales. Even those. tales which donot’
‘ Jdtrectly mentlon doctnne and have few or no rtliglous embleme. the Reeve's and the - -

dhtaoc ehavidur. Throughout theﬂanm‘hhnl_'m:i
: ‘55,. follows a paftern of gradual dechne human acttvmes become )

become less humorous and more vmdrcuve ‘Through the tone of the telhng. characters

seem toileserve'fherr pumshments more with each tale. The Miller's Tale is the most
dehghﬁhl and hghthearted, the: Reeve s Tale is funny, but the Reeve s voice has a vengeful
edge Compared wrth the two above, i m my opinion the Merchant ] 'Eaée becomes even -
blacker. The Shlpman S Tale is the only fabliau which does not fit the pattern.
) The saints' legends necessanly relate the life of one. who obeys doctrine; saints'
legends are more likely than otheér tales o poru'ay characters who do not view their actxons |
as circumsctibed. As is therefore hkely, we find most of the saints' legends near the
begmmng of Ihe_Camg:bnuLIam where the vision is broadest However a progressron -
still occurs. The martyrs gradually find it more dxfficult to achieye happiness while still - _
- alive. - While Constance has a loving husband and a child, Virginia dies b;g her father's
| hand while still very young. Cecilia lives to defy a prefect and to convert many Romans; L
| the Prioress' little boy never reaches adolescenc% As the legends progress, the saifity -

y to find their happm?ks only after death. Agam, worldly, human acnvrtes
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.become hmned. Even the last few...of the Canterbury Tales depict a nai'rowing vision.
_Inherent in the Monk's tragedies is the narrow vision that everything worsens, no matter
'how one behaves. With his tale the Manciple demonstrates the same principle: Only the
Nun's Priest's Tale relieves the gloom of the end ofIhLCanmb.Mal:a , _
| . Despite all the evidence in favour of 8 lmear pattern of narrowmg vision throughout :
mmmnlalm the pattern is not as sxmple as my d1scuss10n of tl@%@lessuigests
For example, the pattern {s not completely. consxstent; it accommodates neithet the
Shipman's nor. the Nun's Priest's Tales. Because I have not yet discovered a satisfactory
mterpmtanon of the amblguous Franklin's Tale I'do not know whether it fits.the pattem
Mmqu, pattern I have suggested is by no means the only patnem in The
Takey ‘the tales maybemdmdsoaswaccm'dmomerpm We are not sure of the
order. Qf the W nor do we know whether the order would have changed hac‘
: Chpucer coﬁiﬁeted them. I do not eheve that the complenon of the Qanmhuﬂam :
Owould h(.ve broug): a greatet co nce to the pattern of narrowmg vision, NordoI
« believe that this 1t o&mwhmcd progressxon invalidates the pattern. Pms ir;literary
~ works are not like muthe&ucal formulae a.nd we should not expect them to fwcuon in the
same way. " : | o
- Althoughl ha\ggjpomted oyt the sbmallmgack at the end of the ganmmm;g, o0 %
far I have closely examined only the ln‘.t pattem of narro wsxon Superficially it o
‘would seem that the Parson’s Tale completes tlus hnear patte The Pmon 8 Talé' ts the é“ P

final talefortheHostsmtes thatonly theParson has yetmspeak S R
| | 7o®
. For wluch oure Hoost. as he was wont to gye, _ o ’ 'S
-+ As in this caas, om'e joly compaignye;, ‘ : ey e .’
_ Seyde in this wise: ' ynges. evenchoon L L -
Now lakketh us no tales mo thaq oon. : : ' ‘

‘ "Su'e preest." quod he, "aTtow a vacary? E
., Orarea n? sey sooth,bythyfey! R
)~ Be what thou be, ne b:eke thou nat oure pley;
- For every,man, save thou, hath toold his tale. g
. Unbokele, and shewe us what isin thy male "
» (X,13-26) ,

“ . . . ) . . . - ]
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A's the last tale, the Parson's Tale occipies a s1gmﬁcant position. The Parson htmself
‘ "comments on the mgmﬁcance of the ﬁnal tale: - ' . o *
M wol yow te ,amyne tale in prose . e
To knytte up thts feeste, and make an ende " : B A

{

Does the Parson's Tafe kmt up" the matter of the Qmmb_um_'mm? Can e trust it as
Chaucer s final word on, the confllct between the xdeal m th“ T

X, 4647) R o

‘As we have seep earher the doctnne the Pagsg ? ol s standard for Chaucer's - -
 time.2 As well, the General Prologue \ ' Svastworthy man. Usingno .
* satire or x%ny in- hs portmt, Chaucer descnbes mw$ the practices a parson
| S‘f‘kl: g .

, That first LGN dafterwardhetaughte . '
.~ Outof the}o ¥ ,owordescaughte, . L .
- And thi$ figugligided eek therto, . , . - S .

That if gold riste,what shal iren do? | " - .
For if a preest be foul, on whom we truste, \ | -
+ Nowonderis a lewed man to ruste; .
Andshamextxs.tiapresttakekeep ' I
* A shiten’ shepherd andaclene sheep. S .

(I 496~504) . _
o S ' Cs it *\ .

- .
i : . »

The blbhcal metaphor of sheep and shep“hxerd also enhances the Parson s credxbxhty Thxs
emblem is/not employed as ot&rs have been: it is not parodtc Chnst uses the shepherd
metaphor for himself, 3 and when Chaucer repeats it the meamng is unchanged. The
' ‘Isa‘rso‘n is tlte ideal; it 1s n0t necessarx for parqdy to_invoke an 1d_eal mth which to compare

o,

. X x, .5 : »

As well as bemg an ideal, the Parson tells a tale exphcatmg an-ideal: the doctrinal xdeal
of humay behaviour. The Parson details all seven. deadIy sins and their parts so that his
audlen e will knpw wluch of their ewn acuons are sinful and should be avoided. While o
‘ q,ontemporary, ﬁ Psrsons doctrme is the ml trxngent of its’ tlme"" arguably this

-
. - e : 4. : . . v g ' . o
. ) N L3 N . ¢ N o 3 " . . N
. SR v e . i ‘ L, b : . -
I N V) v . . T . s .
S . . “oe . s - g o ’ L .
e " X 1 § > . SN ,

N = o ; . © o




- 81

v : ‘ : £t e
harshneis ret‘[ects Chaucer’s dcsrrc to be on the safe sldc of any theologrcal' issues.S By
dealing mth the issues presented in the tales, the Parson's Tale cg"mments directly on the o
conﬂict between the ideal and. the actual. Chaucer s final word seems to be that people E
should behave Accoxdmg to doctrine; he places the explicit ideal of the Patson's Talg at the
cnd of the Qanmb_um_:[‘nl:a as a corrective for the immoral behawour that ;"' e before. 6
By placmg such strong restrictions on hurnan activity, Chaucer seems to be foﬂowmg;he E
lmear pa:tern of gradually na':wmg vision. Ag a final word, °th1s cxrcur_nscnpuon of %
human activity is unacceptabl  several modem critics who argue that the Parson s T {
repreaents only ong view among many. RN | T e
R Tradiﬁdnally read as delivering a code of human behavmur consonant with the
.‘ teachings of the church, the Parson's Tale ws interpreted asa commcntary on the whole, of
Wﬂ What the Parspn réqgbaggended for any aspect of hum’an behaviour
should be compared to 3the characters' actig in any given tale. More recently, however, -
. crmcs have pegun to question. wiiethér th ,/ on's Tale is in fact meant to knit up the -
| Tales, “L.'W. Patterson believes that th@ Parson's Tale was Written after many
of the tales, but he does not behcve»that the Parson's Tale can b used to compuent ypon
T J Leyerle claims t.hat the Parson s Ta'le is no mofe important for
hua scx8 J.B.) AllcngocS'
ales; he claims the-

ﬂu

'y

 choosing. who shall spedk first, Chaucer writes the nght as winn |
rank should make him first. In Troidus '~ Chaucer constantly anticipates the

- ending because he knows that the whble will e read i in the light of the end. 1 beliéve
Chaucer s placement of the Parson s Tale tq be dehberate he has p}ac:ed itina posmon :

| whcre i&-wﬂl be exnphasmed. Although I¢ can undetStand w, mo&cm critics do not wan®

. the Parson s Tale m represent Chaucer's ultrmaxe amtude--’ »'ey do not’ hke to. th%nk of ~;
Chauécr's vrsan as nan'ow--l beheve they have not’ exammed the nature of the Parson,s "

‘ ‘ v " -
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Taje closely ehough . S

The response of the pilgrims also indiggtes ghae!he Parson's Tale is a knitting up of
the Canmb_u;y_mea Earlier-we have seen Chaij ‘f ;‘ﬂciburage or deny certain responses
thronth the“\‘relcec of his pilgrims: they are last hm!iin the Parson's Prologue The .

: Parson is the only gxlgnm to request unammous approval before telling hxs tale .10

@
‘h

"For wluch.I s.sye if rha Sl
* Moralitee and vertuous
. And thanne that ye wol yeyeme audicnqg,
2 " w® I wol ful fayn, at Cristes reverence;
S T ."Doyowplesauneeleefful asIkan
And if ye vouche sauf, anon I shll

e upon me tale, for which I preye

TeI e youre avys, I'kan~no bettg §ex;.
(X 37-54; my emphasm)

-

»
i . . o ’ w‘*: ! o
. . N . " @
i o .

The Parson receives this approval, and the pilgrinis agres that it is best to end: with a moral

- Upon this word we han assented soone,
For, as it seemed, it was for to doone, -
] To enden in som vertuous sennence,

.

¢

The pllgnms unammous assent to a moral tale suggests how Chaucer wxshes us to fe’dewe :
the Parson's Tale: hkethepﬂgnmsweshouldhstenandleam . B

¢ Although the Parson's Tale seems to follow the pattern of narrowmg vquon by .
demhng man's potenual' sms, the Parson’s Tale moves from the linear to the spu'al by-
offermg a way out of sin.  The tale is about repentance, and unplxclt in repemance is the -

grace God grants desplte the 1mperfecuons of people o ' el .



.
¢

But nathelees, men shal hope that every ty f that man falleth, be it
never 5o ofte, that he may arise thnrgh Penitence, if he have grace; but
certeinly it is greet doute. (X,‘9l) R L v

In describing repentance, the Parson s Tale returns to-the a eptance of human failings we
saw in the Millers Tale, but with a differpnce. . In the Patson's. Tale doctrine works not
ndeal bnt also to demomu'ate bow thel&eal becomes attainable.. The
m Atyeriving for the ideal in the

pause it deals with the
3 Of this a0 10 agobdreason itis
by ',.;man must act and try to win God's grace; thus the Parson's advice miust
S deal with thxs world. The Parson s Tale 1s a manual of penance forﬁose who

o 23 g emblem of the pllgnmage assoc1ated with the Parson s Tale is appropnate
_ ‘f it Q&.h minforeeg the Parson's doctrine as cosrect and demonstrates the. potedpal
e @an e redeemed rather than damned. ThbﬂfSon prays that His tale will be

effics acitn "‘Jn pending his audxence ona spmtual pxlgnmage
k :, "Ahthqs forhmgrace,mtmesende P
Tow paggﬂge wey, pxﬁ this Viage, ..
 dme t glorious grymage "
- »_-' 27 mthightelemsalencelesual.
T ;(x.‘ﬁ‘-'»l) SR S e . ‘

f g
-

| The pﬂgnms aie,. of coume ,on pﬂgnmage. a physxcal pﬂgnmage, and thus itis appmpnate :
to end the ,ﬁles'w;fith some rehglous matte?‘as they approach ﬁe goal of thexr journey. Ina
“broader séise, all ple are pngnms wl’ule they live,)they are partakméﬁhe pllgnmagn

-of life: :

. =
B

" Stondeth/up pon the weyes; and seeth and axeth of olde pathes (that isto
- seyn, of olde sentences) whxch is the goode wey,/ and walketh in that

e




wey, and ye shal fynde rcfresshynge for youre soules, etc./ Manye
been the weyes espirituels that leden folk to oure Lord Jhasu Crist,:
to the regne of glorie/ Of whiche weyes, ther is a ful noble wey andia .
ful covenable, which: may nat fayle to man ne to womman that thurg h e
s synne hath mysgoon fro the righte wey of Jerusalem celestial;/ and a
o .weygiscleped ince, ot‘ which man should gladly herknen and
‘ enquere with al his nerte. ... (X, 77-81)

L3

b A
oll as the limal and allogoncnl roadings mentioned above, two other inwrprotations of
ﬂj;nmnge caﬁ be made. The third interpretation is uopolm:cal or moral. applying the

 pilgrifiage in a larger moral sense; the pilgrimage represents the struggle to live as a good
Chnsuan The fourth interpretation is anagogical, relating the pllgnmage to a larger .
~concept in Chnsnamty The pilgrimage represents a soul's journey to the cclemal _

Jerusalem. 'Common medieval practice for reading the Bible and other rehgious writings
-included this four-fold. method of i mterpretanon When wrmng to Can Grande about The

Divine Comedy. it detailed'this method and specified that his masterpiece should be -

read in the same manner. 13 By allovnng the pxlmmage to be interpreted with tho same -

degree of complexity asfhe Bible, Chaucer Qinforces the Parson's doctrine as itleal,

4 . The Parson’s Tale md:ﬂs the vision of the: not only-by: allowmg for
man'y redemption but also by xemtroducmg the found ﬁi the Miller's Tale. sttcr

. ‘Madeleva argues that humour is inherent in the concept of penﬁlce pooplo afe blunderers.

their sins often ridiculous, and thus God's saving of them may makc them look

 ridiculous.14 Nor jg Sister Madeleva aloné in finding humour in the Parson's Tale.
Although ho does mennon the Parsons Tale, D. Jeffrey expounds two.sources of
'humour présent in sin. is the humour of identification: people often commit the, same
 faults and laugh to see Hemselves look so stupid.15 There is also thé humour of reference:
All thmgs refer to God s ereation,: the; perfection-he plascd on earth. Mankind i is fallen, and
. now all things' fall sHort of what God created. chfre claims that people in the Middle
—Ages saw humour-in is discrepagey. 16 The Parson's Tale depicts sin, but goes-beydnd *
: wha&man can accomphsh on his own. Only God can remcdy sin,-and in this granung of
grace there is humour and joy. .

Althoughq;be Parson's Tale returns to the ‘broadest vxsxon of man's activites and in
domg 50 changes the pattcm from lmear o spiral, the Pai'son s Tale does further part of the

oo

!
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linear patteyn. The tale is limited by the manncr in which it is t618 and by its subject matter.
First of all treytale is not poetry. Only one other of the existing Canterbury Tales is written
‘in prbse. Wloreover, the Parson exphcxtly rejects poetry for his tale:

¢
. "But trusteth wel bama Southn:n' man,
I kan nat geeste ‘rum, ram, ruf,’ by lettre,

Ne, God:woot, rym holde I but litel bettre; ‘
And therfore, if yow list--I wol nat glose-- ‘ ™ )
’ I wol yow telle a myrie andpﬂm
. lﬂe up al this feeste, and make an endc '
| (X 4 -47) >
z)

H
rs

: The Parson s, words xmply a condcmnanon of'seculm' poetry. 17 gy calhxlg rhyme "but litel

3

bettre" than alliteration, the Parson is that neither is any good. And by réjecting

poeuy. the Parson is lumnng his Opuons ler of the tale; he limits the potcnnal formsof
. hteratum As well as refusmg to speak in poetry, *o refuses to tell a story, he

N will nof relaté filtion. Once a_gam, the Parson states. his) s clearly - . .
Y S A AP N 'ﬂﬁ.’ P
T "“”getmfablc noon ytoold for me; o . —— . ‘
For Pul, that writeth unto Thymothee, : T gdn TR Ay
Raptcveth hem that weyven soothfastnesse, - - '
&ndg:llﬁ\)fables and swich wmcchednesse

The:Parson rejects the accoutrements-of secular art that adorn even the rehglous tales; and it
" is Chaucer who makes him speak this rejecnon of art. The three tales we examined closely
- built a pattern in whxch docmne came,td't;e seen as restrictive. Yet, as the Parson s Tale
demonstrates, doctnne should not be’ seen as restrictive but rather as hberaung Bccause
uhr, secular tales with their accoutrements of poetry and fiction were unable to convey the
, e xﬂ’ehage of doctrine, the Parson rejects these accourtrements in favour of clcar
f explanauon. Chaucensleadmghlsreadermwardsthekctracuons A ‘

L 2 o ‘ e P
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good. Chaucer realizes that his work may not be read as promonng good, and therefore he
retracis his secular ‘works: prre

Wherfore I biseke yow mekely, for the mercy of God, that ye preye for
me that Crist have mercy on me and foryeve me my giltes;/ and namely
of my translacions and enditynges of worldl _}l'.mamtees the whiche |
revoke in my retracciouns:/ as is the book of Troilus; the book also of
Fame; the book of the xxv. Ladies; the book of the Duchesse; the book
of Seint Valentynes day of the Parlement of Briddes; the tales of
Caunterbugy, thilke that sownen into synne;/ the book of the Leoun; and
many an her book, if they were in my remembrance, and many a song

s and many a leccherous lay; that Crist for his grene mercy foryeve me the
synne. (X, 1084-87) '

The Retracnons are Chaucer's .admission that secular art is limited. Secular art cannot
- perform that function which 4 is most important; it cannot lead man to heaven Rhyming and
fictional, superficially secuhr art has nothing to do with doctrine. Only.at a deeper level,
invoked "as the ideal in phrody: does doctrine appear in secular art. Throughout the
Qanmhnm_nm Chaucer has been psing art, his art of poetry and story-telling, to convey
the message of doctrine. But the pattern this artistic portrayal sets up is 6ne in which
doctrine leads to condemnanon rather than salvation. Only in the Parson's Tale is this -
Y pattem turned. The Parson's Tdle ‘demonstrates the potential for redempnon, for salvation,
‘and the Parson s Tale rejects the accoutrements of poetry and fiction. Therefore the -
Parson’s Tale does riot have the limitations of Chaucer's eMhier tales.18
ular art serves a very limited function, and pursumg it limits the spxntual activity
the author anq the audiences. ahzmg this, and realizing that he has not been
St Dat e, ucer repents. The Retractions are Chaucer’s act of
contrition, 17 1Y er does not attempt to suppress or destrdy those works he
considers mmomtf As we shall see, thxs action furthers the spiral pat®¥m. He retracts his
secular work md begs forgiveness for havmg written' it, agd with this act of contritionends *
‘m_Cam:xb_mLIalﬁy As the ﬁnal ece'ofmeCanmhunLIam the Reu'acnons‘argmor;e: .
thap an end; they are a- coniplet;on Chaucer's penagce dnd dismrgva.l 0
connnue two themes frOm’dle,Parson s Tale Both the Pargons Tale and

Lo Rl PUR . . N
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restrict by dismissing secular art and prescribing man's actions. In doing so, '
demonstrate the doctrine of penance which liberates man and lifts him beyond thi
sphere. In which direction is the pattern going?

"This question cannot be decided without first deciding whether or n.t
Chaucer's Retractions as sincere. Chaucer's tone in the Retractions would Mt
accept them: Chaucer is asking forngencss for having written something’ ,l
.value. 20-Sister Madeleva makes the claim for Chaucer's sincerity on the basis®0t Christian
mommy‘ "The Retraction establighes two facts about him [Chaucer]: first, that he regarded
" the morality of & work its essentigl quality; secondly, he wished to let his own work live or
die by that principle. w21 Chaucf:r s goal is heaven, and he will get there even if it mcans :
: x;cjecnqg some of his best work, and retaining only that which promotes Christian doca:mc

B’ ' Ml : '
T o But of the translacign of Boece de Consolacione, and othere bookes of
* legendes of seintes, and omelies, and moralitee, and devocioun,/ that
thanke I oure Lord|Jhesu Crist and his blisful Mooder, and alle the
* seintes of hevene,/ bisekynge hem that they from hiennes forth unto my
¢ ‘lyves ende sende me grace to biwayle my giltes, and to studie to the
- salvacioun of my goule, and graupte me grace of verray penitence, -’
enfessioun and satisfaccioun to doon in this present lyf,/ thurgh the
enigne graee -of hym that is kyng of kynges and E;”St over
preestes, that boghte us with the precious blood of hig'herte;/ so that I
may been oon m at the day of doom that shulle be saved. Qui cum
patre et Spiritu S cto vivit et regnat Deus per omnia secula. Amen.
(X .1088-92).

-

L

The xeal Judge and reader chfore whom Chauccr must.lay his work is God. This is the
critic Chauger must ulumatefy please, :{nd s0 he must judge his works as moral acts, for
this is how God wxll vxew th?m.zz o .

;iéﬁs ;are f‘lxta‘?!x COnvenﬁQh;‘énd;Chauﬁer; was |,

. B . =~ N
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death- bed confcsswn 24 Another explanation which I cdnnot beheve is that bccause of its

limitations Chaucer's contemporancs did not vaMe secular poetry, and thus Chaucer, by

retracting his secular texts, is merely demonstrating that he is a product of his time.25
From both their tone and their content, to,me the Retractions sound whoily sincere.
However, their sincerity adds to the ambigyjty of Chaucer's actions.

Parhaps Ehaucer anticipates at least some of the above responses. Certainly he
Mtes some response, for he addresses his audience and tells them how to interpret his
writing and to whom the credit should be assigned. Again, Chaucer is anticipating and
directing reader response. Chaucer had a certain intent when he wrote, and like Adgustine.

. believed that his intention was important for judging the moral value of his writing.26

Chaucer tells his readers that all he has written has been written to promo"te doctrine,
including the secular works. Through parody of religious emblems, even tales of adultery
like the Miller's and the Merchant's can be read as promoting doctrine. But Chaucer cannot
force his audience to read his works as he wishes them to, and thus he must retract his
works. Chaucer calls upon his reader to exercise judgement, to employ what he has -
learned, and to praise or condemn his works according to moral criteria.27 As D. Wurtele
states it: "[Chaucer’s] trouble is not that the offending partions of his work may be
misinterpreted but that, read literallyk, ihey will cause scandal or lead his readers into
temptation.  For this offence he publicly voices regret."28 In his Retractions Chaucer
humbly acknowledges reader autonomy: he can lead us only so far. He cannot demand that

- we read his works in a certainﬂWay, and so he rejects those works he believes may be

misunderstood.29

Chauce is sincere in the Retractions. He asks, forgiveness for all that could be
misinterpreted, and as he created complex art, that is a lot. Yet Chaucer is not completely
rcjectmg secular art; he prowdcs a list of his works so that a reader may miss none. 30
Moreover, Chauccr makes a claim for his art, for all art, in the opening of his Retrac\mns

S FQt oure book seith, "Al that is writen is writen for oure doctrine,” and’
ﬁg e that is myn entente. (X, 1083) .

By placing this quotation from Romans 15: 4 at he beginning of the Retractions, Chaucer
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mmgates both the Parson ] comp\lete condemnauon of ﬁcuon Md the possibility of readmg
_the rest of the Retraction$ as an unquahfied rejecnon 31" Like the Parson's Tale, the
Retractions follow the pattern in both directions, Bx perforrmng his act of contrition,
Chaucer follows the linear pattern and limits hrmse’lf by rejecting.secular art; “Chaucer
follows the ‘spiral pattern and liberates himself from sm by openmg the way for ‘God's
grace. The Retractrons follow the spiral pattem in yet another way; by listing hls.wqus. _
Chaucer redirects us to the whole of ‘
The Retracuoqs then present two mani- problems are they sincere? Arxd if they are,
does this rhean, Chaucer rejects Secular art? ff we pursue the lmear ‘pattern of I_h_e
Ca,mm_lalé the Retractions.are not unexpected are sincere, and do- reject secular art.
Because we would like to think Chaucer admlred his art as much as we do, this conclusion
is hard to swallow. Tf we pursue the splral pattern of The Canterbury Tales, th
Retractions still are not unexpected, but they‘may not be smcer’k and they demonstrate af .
accefitance of art. In order to Create a pattern, one must at some pomt during creation be
£ aware of it. Therefore Chaucer must have understood the implications of his linear pattern,
yet he did not stop writing. - Despite the pattern's inherent rejection of art, Chaucer did not +
. quit. Perhaps his refusal to quit shoulci be taken as proof that Chaucer preferred the spxral
pattern, but then we are left with the problem of the. proof in favour of the linear pattern.
'The exact meaning of Chaucer's Retractioris cann_qt easily be determined, for their author
deliberately left thétn g.mbigﬁous.’ As with the tales, the reader must use his own
 judgement. - L S
Can we then ulumately know whether Chaucer rejected his best pxeces of art?
. Certainly | the Retracgons nng’ e they - reflect” @ sincere Chrissian belief, and it -
concelv:ble that Chaucer honestly believed some, of his writing might hindér his ascent to
:¥*  heaven. However, Chaucer is also a sincere artist. He could not be such a great author
wrthout believing in the worth of his writing, and he continued to write even behevmg {hat )
some of his work rmght condemn him. So we are left with the quesnon of whether
Chauter really wanted his work rejected. The choxce Tlies with' us, his audlence Chaucer
has chosen, although he does not finally tell us what and he leaves us to make our own :

 choice: : - : o \

‘v K
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Now preye I to hem alle that herkne this litel tretys or rede, that if ther ¢4 -
‘be any thyng in it that liketh hem, that therof they thanken oure Lerd ~
Jhesu Crist, of whom procedeth al wit and al goodnesse./ And if ther
“be any thyng that displese hem, I preye hem also that they arrette it to
the defaute of myn unkonnynge; and nat to my wyl, that wolde ful fayn
have seyd bettre if I hadde ha/,(f konnynge./ For oure book seith, "Al ™
that is writen is writen for oure doctrine,” and that is myn entente. (X, -
'1081-83) . o ,
: v ' . . : , o
o ' o S ‘ ) B
It seems that Chaucer has given us three choices: we can enjoy his secular art, we can reject
it in favour of heaven, or we can learn from it, and compromise, as Chaucer seems to have.

o

dope.
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