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CHAPTER 1 

IKTRODOCTIOH 

When one reads the Canterbury Tales, he feels that 

he Is reading about real people engaged in a Journey which 

actually occurred, le notes their dress and manners, 

becomes interested in their confer sat ions» and sympathises 

now with one# now with another in their quarrel*. This 

verisimilitude which conspicuously differentiates Chaucer* s 

writing from that of his contemporaries is achieved in vari-

ous ways, three of -which will be discussed in this study. 

One of Chaucer's devices for giving life-likeness to the 

Journey is occasional reference to time and place* At three 

points on the way from London to Canterbury the poet refers 

to a specific time of day, and once he names a day of the 

year* Interspersed throughout the "General Prologue" and 

the "Links" are allusions to plaoes passed on the Journey. 

Preeminent aatong Chaucer* a devices for achieving verisi-

militude is characterisation* nothing serves to make the 

characters more lifelike or human than distinguishing physi-

cal characteristics,- such as the wart on the Miller's nose, 

the long, thin legs of Oswald, the Reeve, and the forked 

beard of the Merchant* Details of dress, such as the fur 
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bands on the Monk*® gown, the pleated triable of Madame 

Iglentyne, and th© red stockings of th# inimitable Wife 

of Bath# greatly add to the individuality of the characters. 

Another factor which distinguishes the pilgrims lg the 

superlative quality of ©aeh, although it la not necessarily 

& virtuous quality. For example, the Reeve is exceedingly 

sharp In hi® business transaction# but at the same tine 

so cunning that there Is not an auditor who can catch him 

in any dishonesty. Another phase of characterisation which 

contributes to the individuality of the pilgrims Is comment 

on peculiarities of temperament and disposition, such as the 

hauteur of the Wife of Baths 

In al the parisahe wif ne was ther noon 
That to the offrynge bifore hire sholde goonj 
And if ther dlde, certeyn so wrooth was she, 
fhat she was out of alle eharlfce®*! 

Finally# dialogue gives reality to the journey, particularly 

In the quarrels between the Miller and the Reeve, the Host 

and the Cook, and the Friar and the Suraxnonerj in the recur-

rence of the same them© as th© basis of several stories; and 

in the constants of the Host* When one considers these evi-

dence® of verisimilitude. It Is not surprising that many 

people have felt that Chaucer was describing an actual group 

of pilgrims making an actual pilgrimage to Canterbury.2 

General Prologue," 11, 1^8-^52. 

2John H, Manly, Some Hew Light on Chaucer. p« 70. 



In fact, so lifelike are the charactor® -who traveled the 

Canterbury road with the poet that scholars have seareh#& 

various record books of the fourteenth oentury, confidently 

expecting to find the prototypes of the pilgrim idiom he 

described* Out of such research has come evidence that 

tends to prove that Chaucer based at least six of hia 

characters on real people* As a conclusion to this study, 

this evidenoe will be considered; however, suah evidenoe 

ia not absolute proof• It is rather a tribute to Chaucer*s 

marvelous ability to capture the spirit of human nature as 

no English man of letters had done before hinu What a gulf 

is there between the conventionalities of the Garden of the 

Rose and the vibrant pulse of the Canterbury Tales, the 

result of a lifetime of observation of all kinds of people 

in all ranks of society*3 Prom the perspective of six 

hundred years scholars can point to Chaueer as the first 

great English realist.^- A recent popular study of Chaucer 

presented this conclusion? 

• • . Chaucer's pllgriiaa • « • are, alive now* They 
have- walked out of England and into lisaorfeality because 
they were born of a universal rather than a contempo-
rary truth, and they are citisens now of a more en-
during town than either London or Bath* Although they V 
are deeply rooted in their own generation down to • the 
most minute details of their dress and appearance, 
there is no antiquarian quaintness about them, because 

%archette Shut®, tSeoffreg- Chaucer of England» pp« 2I4.O-

^Ibld., p, 2ij.0« 

a*i< 



k 

Chaucer did not stop with the cut of their shoes or 
the manner of their speech* He knew then In their 
heart*.5 

It is this approximation to reality which sets Chaucer* s 

Canterbury Tales above other literary works built arotind a 

framework* As n matter or fact, the framework device is not 

original but had been used before as it has been used later. 

The idea of joining a series of stories by putting them into 

a common framework is a very old one and doubtless originated 

in the East.^ Kxnnqples of this are an Sngllsh collection 

called The Seven Sages, an early Latin work fhe Dlscipllna 

Clerlcalls by Petrus Alphonsua, Ovid*a Metamorphose-a« and 

Sower*a Confeasio Araantls: and even Chaucer*s Legend of Good 

Women« composed iasaediately before the Canterbury Tales. Is 

a collection of tales.7 Even though all these works were in 

existence before Chaucer began to writ® th# Canterbury Tales, 

it has been suggested that the Decameron of Boeeaccio was 

the work which furnished him a model*® The differences be-

tween the two works are mow pronounced, however, than are 

their -similarities. 'Whereas Chaucer*® stories are told by 

a lively group of divers® travelers riding along the highway 

5ibid., p. 214.5. 

^Walter W. Skeat, editor, The Complete Works of Geoffrey 
Chaucer. Vol. Ill, p. 271. 

?F. Mm Hoblnson, editor. The Complete Works of Geoffrey 
Chaucer, p. 2. 

8Ibid., p. ?5l. 



on horseback, Boccaccio*a tales ar© narrated toy ten ladles 

arid gentleman of the Court, sitting idly in the stylized 

garden of a villa out a id® the city of Flos*ence*9 The pur-

poses for which Chaucer1** pllgrisis ride to Canterbury are 

almost as many a* there are travelers, but all Boccaccio's 

characters are fleeing the plague, It is this fiction of 

a pilgrimage which helps to differentiate Chaucer* s plan 

from that of Boccaccio and others Who had used a framework; 

therefor#, if we are searching for a model, we are snore likely 

to find one where the pilgrimage idea had been used than 

elsewhere. On that basis the Kovelle of Giovanni Sercambi 

is a likely choice. The similarity between thie work and 

the Canterbury fales is evident in some general aspects in. 

that jSercarabi's pilgrims have the counterpart of Harry 

Railly in one Alulsi; they are engaged in a leisurely 

journeyj they are a raotley congregation like that which 

gathered at the Tabard Inn; during the tine they are not 

listening to tales their conversation Is comparable, al-

though not equal, to the ©lash of personalities and the 

verbal encounters of Chaucer * s pilgrims* 3$ Furthermore, 

the novella are interspersed with caustic comments by the 

author similar t© th® Wife of Bathfs condemnation of jealous 

9Karl Young* "The Plan of the Canterbury Tales/ 
Kittredge Anniversary Papers, p. ̂ OS* 

x0Ibld., pp. 408-lfUi.* 
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husbands and the words of the Host and the Merchant relating 

to fell© shrewishness and deception of wive®J and finally, 

despita the fact that the novelle nra all told by the author 

himself, the other pilgrims share In the general entertain* 

ing, and Sercambi, Ilk® Chaueer, represents himself as a 

ruerabor of the cojapany.H But these similarities could be 

merely coincidental, and it is true that though the number 

of Sercambi's pilgrims is not known, it is obviously large 

and wanders all over Italy;12 ̂ Qrdas Chaucer*# pilgrimage 

is limited to the fifty-six mile 3tretoh of road between 

London and Canterbury* But if there was a literary source 

for the framework of the Canterbury Tales* It is xaore likely 

to have been the Hovelle of Giovanni SereatsM than the 

Decameron of Boccaccio. Whether Chaucer took the idea for 

the pilgrimage from another work or not, however, la unim-

portant, The fact remains that it had been used, but never 

before Chaucer had it ceased to be a framework audi com© to 

be a real occurrence experienced by living people* • 

At any rate, the pilgrimage idea was a flash of genius, 

for it contributed vastly to the realism of the situation, 

sine# holy pilgrimages were frequent in medieval England*13 

fh@ idea of the pilgrimage also afforded Chaucer the 

1 1 
*Robinson, op. cit., p« 2, 

12Young, oj>. cit., p. %0Q. 

J. Jusserand, English Wayfaring Life, p« 339. 



opportunity to assemble & group representative of many 

classes of Medieval society. Whether all classes would 

have mingled as Chaucer*® pilgrims do is Idle to discuss# 

although on# authority Insists that they would have.11* 

Although the higher nobility and royalty are not included, 

the life of the court is represented by the Knight and hi® 

son and by Chaucer himself, who creates the atmosphere of 

the narrative and who certainly knew court life,1^ inasmuch 

as he had served as a page in the household of Prince Lionel', 

son of Edward III, and probably in the retinue of John of 

daunt in Prance, Regular and secular clergy, which, played 

such an important role in the life of the day, are liberally 

included, and the profeaelona of law and aedlcine, the Bier-

chants, guildsmen, officials of the manor, provincial towns-

folk and peasants are also represented. The choice of 

Canterbury as the destination of the pilgrim® was doubtless 

due to the fact that the shrine of Thomas a Beoket was the 

aost popular one not only in England but in Europe as well. 

Indeed, fch© burial rites were scarcely said over Beeket's 

body before pilgrims began flocking in ever-increasing 

numbers to visit his s h r i n e . ̂  >phus we see that before 

•^Xbld.. p. 357• -^Robinson, o£. cit*r pp. 3-lf. 

^Ibld., p» k.» 

•^Sidney Heath, Pilgrim Life in the Middle Ages, p. 169. 

^Jusserand, op. cit., p« 3^9. 
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Chaucer had written a line of hie manuscript, his choice 

of a pilgrimage to Canterbury as the frajaevortc for the 

Tales gave an air of reality to the work. The feet that 

the pilgrimage seems like the actual experience of real 

people is the consummation of verisimilitude. 



CHAPTER II 

VERISIMILITUDE OF TIME AND PL/ICE 

Of Chaucer* s various means of* securing verisimilitude, 

references to the season or the year, to the initial meet-

ing place of the pilgrims, placea passed on the road to 

Canterbury, and the time of day in the "General Prologue" 

and "Links" may be first considered. By thia simple device 

of reference to time and place Chaucer achieve® the illusion 

of mobility. It is that ingenious creation, the Host, who 

moat often reminds his flock of pilgrims and, incidentally, 

u® that this la a journey, and we must hasten. 

In the first few lines of the "General Prologue" Chaucer 

indicates by astronomical alluaion that the pilgrims set out 

on their journey to Canterbury sometime after the eleventh 

of Aprilt 

Whan that Aprille with his ahourea soot© 
the droghte of March hath pereed t© the roote, 
And bathed every veyne in awl oh licour 
Of which vertu ©agetidred is the flour; 
Whan Zephlrus eek with hi® sweete breeth 
Inspired hath in every holt and heeth 
fhe tendr© croppeg, and the yomge sonne 
Hath in the 9am his halve cours yronne, 
And sm&le foweles oaken isielodye, 
That alepen al the nyght with open jm 

Thanne longen folk to goon ©n pilgrimages*^* 

1,1 General Prologue/ 11. 1-12. 
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By the expression "the yonge sonne" ia meant the sun In til© 

first part of its animal course.2 Since w© know by the 

statement in "The Man of I^w's Prologue* that April 18 ii 

the second day of the journey, the half course in the Hara, 

which "the yonge sonne" has completed, must be the second 

half, which is in April, because the sun entered Aries, the 

sign of the Ram, on March 12* and would have finished the 

first half course toward the end of that month and the sec-

ond half on April 11, when it moved into the sign of Taurus*3 

Here in these few lines Chaucer has captured the spirit 

of spring. In every shire of England the April showers have 

bathed the new plants to hasten their flowering, and gentle 

breezes have stirred the tender green shoots in wood and 

field• It is the season of regeneration, of renewed activ-

ity# Even the birds are so affected by the season that 

they sing all night.**- It is little wonder that folk "longen 

to goon on pilgrimages." Spring is the perennial season of 

travel, of seeking new adventures* In England in the Kiddle 

Ages one did not go traveling rcerely for pleasure; so in 

order to satisfy the longing aroused by the new season to 

visit strange places* many people went on Journeys with the 

ostensible purpose of visiting & holy shrine.5 Thus there 

^Robinson, o£. clt», p. ?52. 

^Henry 8. Hinckley, Notes on Chaucey. p« U., 

*Chute, o£. cit#, p, %?* 
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are assembled a sotley group of travelers at the Tabard Inn 

in Southwark, going to Canterbury, presumably for the pur-

pose of praying at the ahrino of St. Thoasaa a Becket, though 

certainly all are not motivated by religious devotion* The 

gentle Knight doubtless Is going to give thanks for a safe 

return hone from the wars* but It is probable that the 

Wife* a chief reason for staking the pilgrimage is to find a 

sixth husband. Men such as the Miller and the Heeve are 

likely using the pilgrimage as an excuse to travel, 

The device of naming the Tabard Inn in Southwark as the 

meeting place of the "company of sundry folk" is one of the 

principal means by which Chaucer achieves verisimilitude* 

There were many inns in this particular section of London* 

and after the murder and canonisation of Becket their nunber 

tended to increase for the accommodation of the many pilgrims 

going to Canterbury.^ Apparently the chief of these inns 

where Canterbury pilgrims assembled was the Tm.hB.rd of 

Chaucer, 7 it m e Just across London Bridge; consequently, 

they could avoid the early morning traffic into the city 

•alien they set out*® 

Here Chaucer*s Jolly group is solicitously attended by 

the bustling Host at supper, who, mindful of the fact that 

the pilgrim® will seek lodging in London again when they 

%ohn 3aunc«rs, Chaucer's Canterbury Tale®* p* 11. 

*̂ Zbid. . ® Chute, op« clt,, p. 2i}J. 
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return from Canterbury, serves them an excellent meal and 

strong win©» After the travelers pay their bills, the aerry 

Host, becoming even jollier, entertains them with •Joke# ami 

stories, *nd as the glasses are repeatedly drained, the 

entire company relates In a mirthful raood. In this genial 

atmosphere tha Host, smiling benignly on the travelers, 

compliments the group on Its unparalleled conviviality and 

then declares that he has thought of a plan to insure their 

happiness on the Journey. Moreover, it will not cost any-

thing. Then he unfolds his plan of the story telling con-

test and even declares he will ride with them on their 

journey and be their guide and judge of the stories, with 

everybody subject to his will, Finally he delivers his 

master stroke, the strategy of an astute business man* Th© 

prise for the best story will bo a supper paid for by the 

other pilgrims at his inn on their return from Canterbury. 

The plan is enthusiastically adopted, and after the custom-

ary last cup of wine is drunk, the pilgrims hasten to bed, 

looking forward to the morrow. 

At daybreak of the following rooming the Host wakens 

M s guest®, and they set out on their Journey* Soon they 

reach St. Thomas * Watering Place, a well or pool about two 

stiles from London, dedicated to Thomas a Becket, where it 

was customary for traveler® to atop to water their horses.9 

Francis Watt, Canterbury Pilgrims and Their Ways, p. 68, 
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Probably the Cook, the Miller, the Supaooner, and perhaps 

others of the party also take advantage of the opportunity 

to visit the tavern nearby for one last draught of London 

ale before leaving the city.10 Here the Host direct# the 

drawing of lots to determine Who shall tell the first tale* 

Commanding all the pilgrims to gather around, he reminds 

them of the agreement of the preceding evening* Then he 

holds aloft straws enough so that everyone nay drew to de-

termine who will have the honor of telling the first tale* 

Thus clever Harry Railly gives everyone the chance to draw 

but arranges that the lot shall fall to the Knight, whom 

the Host recognizes as eminent in rank and, also as one who 

can be depended upon to keep his word* Without further 

ado* the Knight welcomes the opportunity and begins his 

tale of courtly love as the pilgrims turn their horses 

toward Canterbury, nearly sixty miles from London* 

The road over which they going to travel must have 

been the best known and most frequently traveled road in 

England, because it was the route through populous Kent to 

the seaports froia which one embarked for the Continent.1^ 

Although the narrative does not mention stopping places, 

Chaucer*s pilgrims, being average travelers, probably stay 

where countiesa other pilgrims have stayed before them on 

their three and a half days1 Journey, the first night at 

10Ibid. xlIbid., p. 82. 12Ibid, 
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Dartford, the second at Roche*tor, and the third at Oaprlnge, 

arriving at Canterbury on the fourth day, 2-3 After they 

leave St* Thomas* Watering Place, the next references to 

time and place ar© made by the practical-minded Host, who 

impatiently interrupts the Reeve in his metaphorical dis-

course on old aget 

Sey forth thy tale, and tarle nat the tyjao 
Lo Depefordf and it is half-wey pryme 
Lo Grenewych, ther many a shrewe is innef 
It were al tyaie thy tale to bigynne*34 

To say that it vas half wey prime was the raedleval w&j of 

saying that it vas half past seven o * clock, for prime re-

ferred to the time between six and nine in the morning* 

Since Deptford (or Depeford) is only three miles from 

London Bridge and Greenwich about a half a aile farther 

on, the Host's impatience for the story-telling to begin 

anew is unreasonable, *6 for in this short journey the 

Knight and the Hill^r have already told their stories. 

The next reference to time occurs the following morning 

in the introduction to "The Man of Law's Tale»" Once sore 

it is the Host who calls attention to the passage of time, 

3ven though the morning is far spent, the story-telling has 

apparently not begun, and since the contest is to the Host's 

advantage, he ©oiaaands the Han of Law to begin at oncer 

13Ibid. ^"Jh* S e W s Prologue," 11. 3905-3908, 

^Watt, 0£. clt». p. 08. l6Ibid. 
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Our Hooste saugh wel that the brighte sonne 
Trie ark of his artificial day hath, rorme 
The ferthe part, and half an houre and moore. 
And though he w@:e@ nat aope ystart in loore, 
He wist® it was the eishtetethe day 
Of Aprill, that ia inesoager to May; 
And saugh wel that the shadwe of every tree 
Was as in length® the sane quantitea 
That vaa the body mmct that caused it* 
And therefore by the shadwe ha took his wit 
That Phebue, which that ahoon so clere and brighte, 
Degrees was fyve smd fourty clornbo on hightej 
And for that day, as in that latitude, 
It was tan of the clokke, he gan conclude, 

"Sirs Man of Lawe," quod he, "so have p blis, 

Telle us a tale anon, as forward is*"!/ 

An explanation of these lines is that the "artificial day" 

was that part of the day during which the sun was above the 

horison.1^ The Host, by observing the son, sees that it 

has run its course to the fourth part of the day plus a 

little mor© than half an hour. Furthermore, he looks around 

him and sees that the length of the shadows of the trees 

and the height of the trees themselves are equal; thus he 

concludes that the sufi*s altitude rauat be forty-five degrees, 

or that the hour assist be about half way between sun-up and 

noonjP in this manner he determines that it is ten o1 clook* 

Since he also states that it is the eighteenth of April, 

modern astronomer* can check the JIost,s, and, incidentally, 

Chaucer's, calculations to see if they are accurate or 

purely fictional* On April 18, 1367, the sun was in the 

Introduction to the Man of I»aw,s Tale," 11» l-34« 

l3Skeat, 0£. cit., p. 132* 19Ibid», p. 133. 
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sixth degree of Taurus.*® When the sun reaches this zodi-

acal position and shines at a forty-five degree angle, it 

is, indeed, two minutes until ten* When we consider that 

the Host*® calculation of time is verified by modern scien-

tific investigation, we appreciate Chaucer*s faithful ob- V 

servance of verisimilitude* 

The next place reference conies in "The Monk's Pro-

l o g u e . "21 Again the Host is annoyed by the tendency of the 

pilgrims to loiter along the way, and he urges the story-

teller to begin his tale, for 

"Loo, Rouchestre stant heer faste by!"22 
V 

The second day*s Journey is drawing to a close* Rochester, 

thirty miles from London, is probably where the pilgrims 

spend the night of April eighteenth, for in two days they 

could have covered a distance of thirty miles, and the town 

would doubtless have offered adequate accommodations for 

travelers* 

The next place referred to is Sittingbourne, forty 

miles from London*23 The Suxaaomer declare# that he will 

tell two or three tales of friars before the company reaches 

Sittingbourne $ hence his statement must have been made in 

the forenoon of the day, for probably the company plans to 

20Ibid. 

21-This order is according to the Skeat arrangement* 

^^The Monk's Prologue," 1* 3116* 

23Robert B* French, A Chaucer Handbook* p* 198* 
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have lu&oh at that place and then go on to Ospringe to 

spend the last; night of the Journey.^ 

On the final day of the pilgrimage two siaall villages 

ae&r Canterbury are mentioned* The first of these, a hamlet 

near Blean Forest, is Boughton-under-Blesn, where a Canon 

and hi® Yeoman overtake the pilgrims, Having seen them 

leave the inny&rd at Ospi»inge that morning &n& wishing to 

Join them on their Journey, the two have ridden hard the 

five miles lying between 0springe and Boughton»under»Blean 

in order to catch.up with them. The second village Is a 

place called Bob-up-and-down at the edge of Blean Forest, 

which is mentioned In "The Manciple^ Prologue*"*^ From 

the crest of a hill the pilgrims could see the tower of 

Canterbury Cathedralj so the journey is fast drawing to a 

close.26 By the time the Manciple1® t#l© is told, it is 

four o1 clock. This fact is determined in the same manner 

that the previous time reference was determined* First 

Chaucer calculates that the sun is about twenty*nine degrees 

high; then he states that his own height is to his shadow 

• in the proportion of about six feet to eleven.2? This 

amounts to the same thing as the former calculation, since 

the angle whose tangent is six elevenths is twenty-nine 

^Ibld. 25lbld. 

26Watt, op, cit., p. 128. 

2?Skeat, o£# cit.. p* Ijiflt,. 
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degree®,Sine© the date is known to have been April 20, 

1337» simple calculat Ion by modern Mathematicians has proved 

that it was indeed four o'clock in the afternoon. Once 

again our poet has carefully chosen details to establish v 

verisimilltude. 

Thus we see how by an occasional reference to time 

and place Chaucer completely dispels the atmosphere of 

fiction and creates the atmosphere of reality. 

28 
Ibid* 



CHAPTER III 

VERISIMILITUDE III CHAMCTS3I2ATIQN 

Smfc which contribute* most to the verisimilitude of 

the Canterbury pilgrimage is the llfellkeness of the chatrae-

ters who compos© the merry "cooapany of sundry folk" gathered 

at the Tabard Inn, These people seem real because Chaucer 

was not content with a mere silhouette but ha® shown us the 

whole person—his speech, his appearance, his maimer of 

dress, his prejudices, conceit®, grievances and peculiari-

ties of tenperaisent—'and finally, he has distinguished 

thew by attributing a superlative quality to each. To seven 

characters in .particular Chaucer has applied that which is 

the essence of individuality, a m m , In the "General 

Prologue" Chaucer refers to the Prioress as Madame Eglantyne 

and the Friar as Hubert, In the "Links" he gives names to 

the other five. The Host calls the laipudent Miller Robin, 

and he in turn calls his arch-enemy the Reeve, Oswald* The 

Cook gives his own name, Soger, and also supplies the full 

name of the Host, Harry Bailly. By sow® means the lost 

learns that the Monk's na»e is Piers, and he calls the !tm*# 

Priest John, Although the Wife is scarcely in need of a 

nam© to make her any store distinctive, she refers to herself 

as Dame Alice, Pour of these specifically named are also 

19 
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located with respect to their geographlcel origin. Most 

explicit of all these origins is that of Harry Brtilly, 

Host of the Tabard Inn in Jkmthwark, a suburb of London. 

Prom the convent of Stratford-atte-Bowe in Middlesex cosies 

Madiw® Eglentyne. The Reeve balls from Baldeawelle in 

Norfolk, and the Wife resides in St. Michael' s parish near 

Bath. Six other* ar® also Individualised with respect to 

locality. They are the Pardoner, %dio ccnaee from the hospi-

tal of the Blessed Kary of Rouncivale, near Charing Cross; 

the Cleric, *ho i© a student at. Gxfordf the Shipman, whose 

probable hoae la Dartmouth; and the Man of Law, the Cook, 

and the Manciple, who undoubtedly live in London. In addi-

tion to individualising the characters by names and origins 

Chaucer In several instances hits upon a detail of dress, 

which is an Index to the character of the individuali the 

red stockings of the Wife of Bath are indicative of her 

lascivious nature and quite in keeping with her gat-teeth; 

the silk gown of the Physician reveals his wealth; on the 

other hand, the threadbare cloak of the Clerk shows his 

poverty and complete disregard of superficialities in pref-

erence to books; the Flemish beaver hat of the Merchant is 

a key to his worldly success and ponpous demeanor; the 

Friar*a cloak "rounded as a belle out of the presse* inti-

mates his self-indulgent love of good food and other luxu-

ries; the pleated wimple of the Prioress and the fur-triasaed 

gown of the Monk suggest their worldly vanity j and the 
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rlchly-embroldered coat of the Squire is in keeping with 

M s gaiety end youthfulness* The result of Chaucer's care~ / 

ful attention to detail is & gallery of verbal portrait# j 

of characters who refused to rewaln within the covers of a 

book but wftlked out of the Tabard Inn almost six centuries 

«go into the stream of life and have remained there ever 

since* Indeed, Chaucer envisioned his characters so clearly 

that a recent author has written; 

V 

a # » after the dust of six centuries they are still / 
a® real and familiar as the day they met each other < 
at the Tabard Inn,3-

In evaluating the llfelikeness of the Canterbury pil-

grims, however, it is necessary to mate# a few reservations. 

For example, the Knight Is an ideal figure, totally lacking 

in faults of temperament characteristic of human beings. 

One authority contends that Chaueer describes him as If he 

had In nind sorae specific knight, sine# he knows how many 

battles he has been In and where they were foii#it, what 

kind of mount he Is on, and even that his coat of mall has 

marked his twnle underneath*2 (But he ha® spoiled the effect 

of individuality by thr liney 

He was a verray, parfit gent 11 fcayght*^ 

Compared to that lowly churl, the Killer, the Knight Is 

1Chute, 0£. cit.. p* ?43» 

^Ibld», p* 2i}.9# 

3*G©neral PxHjleguê * -£*•••?2. 



22 

admirable, Indeed, but far less human, Likewise, the 

Squire, although subject to the disquieting influences of 

romantic love—lying awake by night dreaming of hie lady, 

whose fevor he has triad to win by fighting fiercely in 

war—is, after all* merely a pleasant epitome of a courtly 

lover,** fh* Knight1a servant, the Yeoman, is undoubtedly 

an admirable forester but entirely lacking in traits which 

would make him a memorable individual. He la dressed in 

green, wears a Christopher around his neck* and carries a 

mighty bow, but in all likelihood so did most foresters of 

the fourteenth century. Two other characters, the Parson 

and the Plowman, Chaucer has made well-nigh perfect-—the 

Parson not only preaches, but faithfully follows, Christ *s 

teachings, and the Plowman abides strictly by the command-

ments to love God with all his heart and his neighbor as 

himself; thus the poet has virtually removed them from the 

realm of human nature. It is regrettable but true that the 

better the characters are, the leas interesting and the less^ 

realistic: Hence it is that in a consideration of the life-

likeness of the Canterbury pilgrims these five serve more as 

contrasts to the individuality of their traveling companions j 

than as examples themselves. 

i 'v 

^Robincon, o£. ©it., p. 

^Chute, op, cit», p» 
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In an analysis of Chaucer's pilgriraa it is convenient 

to separate them Into occupational groups. On this basis 

the largest portions are ecclesiastics* With th© single 

exception of' the Parson they pre perhr.ps as Individual 1 stlc 

ft group of fictional characters as any In literature. For 

Instance, the Prioress is a charming picture of harmless 

vanity# Her physical description is in keeping with 

Chaucer1s best conventional pattern*^ She has a shapely 

nose# blue eyea, a small, soft, red raouth, and a high, fair 

forehead* It is rather in vfcat else Chaucer say® about her 

that we find the real clues to her personality. In the first 

place, she is wearing the usual nun*a habit with one slight 

variation, uhich reveals a world of innocent pride* Her 

wimple, instead of being plain, is pleated, undoubtedly to 

draw attention to her high, fair forehead, considered so 

desirable by ladies of the period that some even plucked 

their hairlines to achieve it.7 Her rosary in a very beau-

tiful one, indeed—coral interspersed with green beads for 

the Paternosters. Prom it hangs a lovely golden brooch 

inscribed with a capital A followed by the Latin motto, • 

Amor vlnclt oranla« A great deal of aspersion has been cast 

at Chaucer's Hun because of this brooch, which, together 

with the pleated wimple "and the exposure of the ĵ road 

' HI MI III/T -rr ,U . , . . . ; .UL. u I . I . 1 1 ^ ^ . ,r, r i i i . I , , , ! -

6 
Slater K* Hadeleva, Chaucer*s luns and Other Baaays, 

p. 7. 

^Chute, op. cit., p. 250• 



forehee.d, wore probably against strict discipline, but its 

inscription applied to religious, quit© as well as to roman-

tic love and carried no Implication -whatever that tho Prior-

ess wn* not chaste.*' Though tho Prioress is a little vain, 

It is not Impossible that the Church and the world should 

rest side by side in her soft heart. Chaucer*8 portrait of 

the 1mi is definitely sympathetic, the picture of one who 

excels in femininity* This trait is revealed nowhere so 

rauch as in the description of her affection for her little 

dogs, which, incidentally, she was permitted to keep by 

virtue of her position, since keeping pets of any kind in 

a nunnery was clearly against the rules,9 jn spite of her 

sentimental nature she tries to appear sophisticated and to 

imitate court behavior and be deetaed worthy of respect. The 

French she speaks is quite correct but lacks the proper 

accent, for it is purely academic,^ In keeping with her 

daintiness in dress her table manners are correct almost 

to the extrerae. What a ludicrous picture one gets of her 

eating at the same table with the uncouth Miller I With 

respect to her harshest oath "by Selnte Ley," a great deal 

has been written; probably it ie merely another example of 

her essentially gentle nature, although it has been pointed 

out that this particular oath might have been chosen because 

^Robinson, ©g> clt»» p« ?S5» 
9 Ibid. 3-® Ibid. 
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the personality and charaetor of Saint Lny were pleasantly 

In keeping with the personality and character of the 

Prioress.** For all h»r hurwn frailties the Prioress la 

a delightful character and doubtless a pleasant traveling .. 

couro anion. She has no great human weaknesses but vanity, 

bad- therein lies the difference between a lifelike character 

and a lay figure• If Chaucer*a portrait of the Nun is 

sympathetic, hia portrait of that noble ecclesiastic the 

Monk is not so* By a subtle change of tone in the descrlp-
V 

tion, the Monk1s vanity, unlike the Prioress1, becomes dis-

gusting, To satisfy his vain Impulses he wears a gown whose 

sleeves are trimmed with very fine fur and an elaborate pin 

with a love-knot in it to fasten hie hood. His boots are 

expensive and well-made, and he rides upon a richly-equipped 

horse. On the horse*s bridle are bells, which jingle 

merrily as the fat Monk rides along, his eyes gleaming like 

hot coals in his shiny, bald head. His corpulence is the 

result, no doubt, of gormandising fat roasted swans, in 

accordance with his sensuous, intemperate nature. His rosy 

skin is evidence enough that he does act remain within the 

cloister. Indeed, he scoffs at the vows of his order, which 

advocates flumuftl labor for moral discipline! rather, he 

loves hunting and keeps fine greyhounds for this purpose. / 

Labor is nci for him# In this description Chaucer has 

X1Ibid. 



epitomized worldly pride and personal satisfaction, The 

Monk Is an eminently successful mm, on® \iho has risen al-

most to the top in his chosen field,Chaucer even calls 

hira a lord, a title usually reserved for abbots and bish-

ops Despite tfm Monk's. obTioM ^.IsTOgaM,of tie 

rales, he is not wicked, merely worldly,That licentious 

member of the secular clergy, Hubert, is both. His only 

virtue seems to be that he slnrrs very well, albeit his 

merit is in ballad-singing rather than in intoning the divine 

services. Among his order he Is the best beggar of all, To 

attain this doubtful honor he is contesiptibly unscrupulous. 

For example, he affects such a cheery greeting that a widow 

without even a shoe will give him her last coin. Further-

more , he does not waste his time with poor folk and lepers; 

rather he associates with the rich and with victuallers. 

The barmaids and the innkeepers in his shire are more fa-

miliar to him than the poor and needy. He also manages to 

make a profit by setting a price on absolution for those 

able to pay. Besides the fact that he excels in begging, 

he excels in seductiveness, When he talks, he lisps a little 

in order to sound alluring, and he always carries pins and 

pretty knives to earn the favor of attractive women. Thus 

he finds it necessary to get husbands for a. great many 

•̂ Kerap Mai one, Chapters on Chaucer, p, 17i|.» 

13Ibld, ^Ibid., p. 1?5, 



young women whom he seduces. When lie plays the harp after 

singing, M s eyes twinkle la his head just like stars on a 

frosty night* He Is &s strong as a wrestler, but Incongru-

ously M s neck is a® white a® a lily. ihus Chaucer has 

drawn a lively, vivid picture of a Friar, who is able to 

administer the affairs of his parish in an admirable manner 

but who has chosen to satisfy his own greed and lust instead. . 

' In contrast to these two well-fed, self-coxsplacent clerics 

is the hollow-eyed, starved-looking intellectual, the Oxford 

Scholar, still pursuing his theological studies*^ Repre-

sented here is a great devotion to learning but complete 

Indifference to personal appearance* His coat is thread-

bare, and 1m rides upon a lean old nag. fh® Clerk spends 

all the money he can get on books, not clothes, for he had 

rather have books than anything else in the world* To have 

twenty black- or red-bound volumes of Aristotle la the 

height of his ambition. How our poet arust have sympathized 

with his fellow book-loverI The Clerk* s speech is sensible 

and based on moral themes, lie is the ideal man of learning, 

for Chaucer states unequivocally, "gladly wolde he lerne V 

and gladly teche."^ Of the ecclesiastics the Sussnonor and 

the Pardoner remain to be considered; of the two it is 

difficult to decide which Is more disreputable, but the 

15 

^Hobinson, op. cit.. p. 759. 

^Chaucer, op. sit*, 1. 308. 
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doubtful honor usually goes to the Par doner*-*"? In. appear-

ance it is also difficult to determine who is sore repul-

sive. Probably, however,, the Siu&noner is. He is so ugly 

that he frightens little children. His face is fiery-red, 

for he has a kino, of leprosy, which has resulted in the 

loss of his eyebrows mid beard, a a veiling of the eyes so 

that they are alruost shut, and a rnsa of reddish piraples 

on liifl face.-^ Thus his body bears the marks of hia lech-

erous disposition* It is little wonder that he is frighten-

ing. '̂ith his voice, louder than any truapet, he joins the 

Pardoner in gingirtg love songs. As the pllgrirm leave the 

Tabard Inn, fche Suuaaoner sets s. garland of flowers large 

enough for an alehouse signpost upon his head and carries 

"by his aide in the zaanner of a shield, a cake. When ho has 

his fill of wine, the Suramoner, an utter fool, can speak a 

few stereotyped Let in phrases which lie has learned, in hia 

official duties as bailiff in the archdeacon's court, A 

lasoivious, drunken lout, he will surrender his concubine 

for a whole year to anyone who will give him a quart of wine, 

Sine© he gorges himself with garlic, leeks* and onions, he 

is an exceedingly repulsive traveling companion. The 

-lummoner' s friend, the farclonar of Hounoivala, has long. 

17 
George Lytaszi Kittredge, uhaucer and His Poetry. 

p. 211. 

^^Walter C« Curry, Chaucer and the Medieval Sciences. 
pp. 
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stringy, yeXlow hair and glarirm eyes, When he snaftks it 

is in a small voice Ilk© the cry of a goat* Hot only does 

ha have no board, but he never will have, for ha 1 n a 

eunuch. To coinpensata for his impotancy he makes a brave 

shot/ of virility, sinking love songs in a pitiable attempt 

to distract attention fro~a M s defect,. Also, ha wears a 

little round cap over his stringy, ysllow hair instead of 

a hood, In order to appear .fashionable and debonair. Upon 

his cap Is sewn a vemlol©, a religious talisman, hearing 

a, copy of the picture of Christ, which m a supposed to 

have been tairaculously imprinted upon a handkerchief pre-

served at St. Peter*s in Rouwu^ This is a kind .of adver-

tisement, for his business is selling pardons, which he 

claims are hot from Rome, Indeed, there is no pardoner 

in the land so successful as he, or perhaps so unscrupulous 

as he, According to his own confession he carries various 

spurious 'relics, ouch as a pillowcase which he vows was 

Our Lady1 s veil and a rjlass Jar full of pigs* bones ufaich 

Kb expoaea as the hones of a saint. Thus, playing orr/fth® 

ignorance of poor country parsons, he makes fools of them 

and enriches hinself. In church he reads the Scripture 

very well, and he is particularly good In singing the offer-

tory* But even this office is jaotivated by & selfish pur-

pose. It la siraply to sweeten the tongue so that he may 

/ 
V 

V 

19 
Skfi&t, op« eit»» p» 
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preach well and Induce the people to be generous with their 

silver* Perhaps it is In the delineation of the Pardoner 

that Chaueer reaches the height of hi® powers* This eccle-

siastic is an utter scoundrel and admittedly cares nothing 

whatsoever for. the sincerity of repentance of those who 

buy his relics**?3 His aim is strictly to stake money 

Being proud of his skill in deceiving people, he can not 

refrain from boasting in his prologue about his powers* 

After all, he has nothing to lose, for he will probably 

never see these people again, met by chance as they are, 

They, with the exception of the Parson and the Plowman, 

are not the kind of people upon whoa he practices his tricks 

anyway, and the character of the Parson warns him that he 

had better not venture into his parish with his counterfeit 

relies**^ In any ease, the company recognize M m for the 

rascal he is, for when the Host calls upon him for a story, 

they speak, almost a® one, in dissent, taking it for granted 

that the Pardoner will tell a ribald tale. At the conclu-

sion of the tale which he does tell, probably the best short 

narrative poem in the language,^3 he is so. moved that he 

has a conscientious moment and adds surprisingly* 

^George L« Kittredge, "Chaucer's Pardoner," Atlantic 
Monthly. UCXII (December, 1893), 830. 

21Ibld. 22Xbid. 

23Ibld. 

V" 
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1 yow assollle, "by myn heigh power, 
Yow that wol offre, as clen© and m k as clear 
A» ye were born*-»And lo, sire, thus I preehe. 
And Jhesu Crist, that Is our® soulss leche, 
Bo graunte yow his pardoun to receyve, 

For that is bestj I wol yow nat deceyve.24 

But the mood can not last, and he briskly assumes an air 

of jocularity to escape fro® his own conscience, Declaring 

that he has relies and pardons, which he has just brought 

from Home, he turns to the Host as the moat sinful of the 

pilgrim® said urges him to give an offering and receive 

absolution.25 It is inconceivable that he is serious, for 

he has Just confessed his deceit, and the Host Is the last 

person he would expect to dupe* But Harry Bailly, charac-

teristically missing the humor, Is lneensed at the Pardoner's 

suggestion, and replies to hint with unparalleled vulgarity; 

whereupon the Pardoner becomes so angry that he is speech-

less. Since the whole jest has completely escaped the 

literal-minded Host, he can not understand the Pardoner*s 

a n g e r . T h e tension Is mounting in a quarrel that neither 

wants) so they are pleased to kiss and itak# up in accord-

ance with the Knlgjht's coisaand.2? That the Pardoner is elo-

quent Chaucer tells us in the "General Prologue"; possibly 

he had good intentions at one time, but now he is completely 

^ T h e Pardoner's Tale," 11. 913-918. 

*^Kittredge, "Chaucer1s Pardoner,* Atlantic 
Mill, p. 930. 

26 Ibid., p. 833. 27Ibid. 
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debased. \ Although the Pardoner could never be a likable 

character, he is deeply human, perhaps more so than any 
\y' 

other pilgrim# 

In depleting the professional awn Chaueer relied a»re -

upon character description and suggestion than upon physical 

details* As a result the only information that we have about 

the appearance of the Physician and the Mscn of Law is that 

the former is very richly attired in what oust have been a 

striking costume of red and blue cloth lined with taffeta 

and silk, and the latter wears a cost of mixed color held 

with a silk belt ornamented with small metal bars. The 

Doctor doubtless is wealthy sine® he has devoted himself 

to aceuomlatlng money rather than curing the sick. Like 

most of the followers of Averroe® he has little use for the 

Bible and its teachings* which are contrary to his inordinate 

cupidity. A plague he welcomes, because business is at its 

height then, and he can add to his hoard of gold. He works 

hand in glove with the pharmacist; that is, each sends the 

other business# In all the universe there is not another 

doctor like hisu Hot only is he acquainted with the ancient 

medical authorities but he is thoroughly versed in astrology 

and is familiar with the four humours? therefore, he is able 

to diagnose every ailment and prescribe proper remedies. 

Thus Chaueer individualises the Physician by showing us his 

greed and utter lack of humanity* '• His fellow professional, 

the Man of Law, very wise, discreet, and highly esteemed—at 

V / 
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least ha seems so—rides along* Ho lawyer is quite so 

busy as he; yet he seems busier than he actually is» He 

has served in numerous legal capacities, which include 

appointments toy order of the King* For M s skill he has 

earned many presents* He is at his height in buying land 

and drawing up papers in which no flaws ©an be found. Like 

the Physician, he is all mind and no heart. He can quote 

all the statutes by rot® and can even give all the eases 

and decisions from the time of William the Conqueror down 

to the present. This specific reference to the Norman is 

a device for achieving verisimilitude, because it associates 

the fictional Man of Law with the historical Conqueror. 

The provincial townsfolk are represented aorply by the 

Wife of Bath and the Shlpaan*^ Of the Wife of Bath it has 

been written: !"0f all Chaucer's characters she is one of 

the freshest and breeziest, and she has all the brazen \j 
^ " 1 

assurance of an untamed shrew.*^ j Her face is bold, fair, 

and red, and when she smiles or talks, which is often,, she 

reveals wide gaps between her front teeth, which, to the 

medieval man, indicated a passionate, sensual nature* 

Although she is rather large, she sits easily upon her horse 

as it sables along the Canterbury route. Her dress is 

2®toanly, oj>. cit., p. 71. 

29Willlam B. Mead, "The Prologue of the Wife of Bath's 
Tale*11 Publications of the Modern Language Association, XVI 
(1901) r w r * - • 
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flamboyant and In poor taste, She wears a fine wimple and 

a tot as broad as a buckler or a shield, carefully-tied red 

stockings, a riding skirt to protect .her dress, new shoes, 

and a spur upon each heel* On Sundays she wears an exag-

gerated headdress, which, if not stylish, is certainly im-

pressive in the fine texture of its cloth and in its weight-* 

perhaps as mack as ten pounds, Chaucer declares. This 

hyperbolic description is Chaucer* s chief means for calling 

attention•to the Wife and establishing her as a real indi-

vidual, Even though the statement Is an exaggeration, the 

Wife Mould doubtless wear a conspicuous headdress, one just 

a little larger than anyone else wore* It Is at church that 

she has the best opportunity to indulge her love of osten-

tation. Without a whit of charity in her heart but In her 

typically brash manner she precedes everyone to the altar 

to present alias and is in a state of Immediate anger if 

anyone dares try to go before hor. Here is the typical 

socially-ambitious bourgeois Matron. In her spare time the 

Wife pursues her trade of weaving, at uhich Chaucer declares 

she is even better than those of Ypres and Ghent, seats of 

the thriving Flemish wool trade. 30 Her fondnesB for pil-

grimages is attested by the fact that she has been thrice 

to Jerusalem and has visited Rome, Boulogne, Cologne, and 

the 3hrine of St. James at Qallcla, all of which were 

30 
Robinson, op. clt., p. 7€4* 
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popular resorts of pilgrtaa,31 Because of on altercation 

wife her fifth husband, who boxed her roundly oa the ear 

for tearing up his favorite book, ah# is deaf; otherwise, 

she is a lusty, healthy woman. Indeed, sh© has outlived 

five husbands and is willing to accept a sixth if he can be 

found, for It is in the art of love-iaaking that the Wife 

excels all others* Perhaps it is the hope of finding a new 

husband instead of religious devotion that takes her on this 

journey to Canterbury, Her vulgar wit, which is an iag>or-

tant part of her personality, stakes her excellent company 

on the pilgriaage»32JHere Chaucer has captured in the Wife 

the lust, the selfish ambition, the utter lack of discrimi-

nation typical of people who presume a superiority they will 
f 

never possess.^Jchaucer implies that the other provincial 

townsman, the Sailor, halls from Dartmouth, a port from 

which particularly bold and adventurous seamen embarked. 33 

As sailors went in the fourteenth century, this on© was 

unsurpassed in his knowledge of th© harbors and anchorages, 

in the handling of a ship, -and in reckoning tides and 

streams* Ho one from Hulle, a seaport in Yorkshire, to 

Cartagena, a Spanish seaport, exceeds him in nautical 

skill* 3^ He Is familiar with harbors from Gootlond, an 

31lbld>. pv76$.
 32Mead, ©&. cit.. p» 390. 

33jianly, o£. clt«. p. 193. 

•̂ "Robinson, oj»« cit.« p. 762. 
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island in the Baltic See off the coast of Sweden, to 

Fynystore, a cape near the westerrcnost promontory of 

Spmin#35 Bold and vise, he has boon in many a storm at ses. 

Being somewhat unscrupulous, he is not averse to stealing 

from the store of wine which he is transporting in his ship* 

th® "llaudelayno," and in the event of any battle® at sea 

he makes his prisoners "walk the plank," in keeping with 

the barbaric custom of the time. \Chaucer* a little device 

of recounting the name of the Seaman's vessel achieves a 

verisimilitude coaiparable to that achieved by naming certain 

other characters. On the pilgrimage he wears a gown of a 
,,-4 

very coarse cloth and rides uneasily upon his nag, as any 

sailor naturally would. Hanging from a cord about his 

neck is a dagger, a weapon which is doubtless not for orna-

mental purposes, in view of Chaucer*s statement that the 

sailor had been engaged in many battles at sea* (Thus the 

poet brings life to this Shipraan by his apparent personal 
iy 

knowledge of his ability as a navigator and fighter and 

his predilection for stealing wine from the ship's store.^ 

The Franklin, the Miller, and the Reeve are the repre-

sentatives of the country folk. The Franklin, the most 

excellent of sub-landowners, presents a handsome appearance 

with his whit© beard and ruddy complexion as he rides along 

^Hinckley, op. clt., p. 31. 

^Robinson, op. clt., p. 762« 
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the dusty road to Canterbury. Unsuitable! though It is for 

traveling, his costume- is girded by a milk-White belt from 

Which hang an ornament Hi dagger and a silk game bag; but 

little the Franklin carets for conventional traveling dress* 

for ho is the leading dignitary of his shiro, having served 

as its administrator as well as its representative In Far-

lianient. He is a St. Julian in his community* keeping his 

table always set with baked fish, fat birds, pungent sauces, 

fin® bread, and excellent ale* So discriminating a gourmet 

is he that he changes his menus in accordance with the 

seasons. Indeed, he is a noble example of an English squire. 

Despite all these attainments, however, there is still some-

thing which he desires, and that is that his son should have 

the sane fondness for "gsntillessV that he has* But to his 

utter dismay his son is a ne*er-do-well, and the Franklin 

naturally fears that an honorable line based on the power 

of landholding seems destined for extinction*37 poet 

reveals this flaw in th# Franklin1s happiness in the dis-

cussion that arises following "The Squire1s fel#*w The 

Franklin commends the Squire for being the kind of young 

srnn he wishes his son were, who, instead, wastes M a pos-

sessions in gambling and squanders hi® opportunities for 

social adv&ncei&ent by talking to pages and stable grooms# 

^Gordon Hall Gerould, "Social Status of Chaucer's 
Franklin," Publications of the Modem Language Association. 
XL1 (1926)» p»2?9. 
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[ Thus Chaucer* by giving this Insight Into the Franklin1# 

disappointment, distinguishes hi® as a real human being 

capable of success in the affairs of the world but not in 
~~7 

personal life.^ That specimen of brawn and no brains, the 

lusty Miller, conducting the pilgrims out of town to the 

tun© of his bagpipe, reaches perhaps the apex of physical 

distinction^ A wrestler, surpassed by none, he can knock 

a door off its hinges by butting it with his burly head. 

The phrase " ahort-eholdred" probably means that the Miller* a 

shoulders are square and reared up so high that his head 

appears to be resting directly upon them*39 £ His beard is 

red as a fox and broad as a spade, his nostrils as black 

and wide, and his mouth resembles a furnace* As if these 

characteristics are not marked enough, Chaucer points out 

yet another feature which surpasses the®. alls 
(>./t 

Upon the cop right of his uoa# he had# "•*> 
A werte, and theron stood a toft of horys, • p" 
Heed as the brustles of a sowes erya#39 j 

; The Killer is that sort of individual who assumes that all 
( 

joke® have their basis in sex, and he Is amply supplied with 

his brand of jokes », The comical effect of the clownish 

Miller is heightened by the fact that, like the Knight, he 

carries a sword sad shield but doubtless he could not have 

defended himself with them, because this art of self-defense 

^Curry, oj». clt«, p. 80» 

^"General Prologue," 11. 554-556, 
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WAS restricted to members of th© nobility. He is reason-

ably honest, as millers go, but lie is by no means squeamish, 

end at every opportunity he steals grain and takes M s toll 

three tines if possible* The Miller, then# is totally 

lacking in any aesthetic quality whieh might differentiate 

him from the licentious, drunken, illiterate oaf that he is. 

Chaucer has outdone himself in his portrayal of a character 

who is all too real and familiar. The Miller*s antagonist 

the Reeve has the advantage of managing a manorial estate 

in Horfolk near Baldeswelle; so he ha® been able to secure • • 

a good mount, a large dappled-gray horse named Seot. Chaucer 

writes as if he had visited the Reeve * & manor, for he re-

lates that his house is upon a heath well-shaded by green 

trees. From there the Reeve manages his lord*# estate in 

such a crafty Banner that he is slowly accumulating a hoard 

of private wealth and yet contrives to lend the lord money 

that is actually his* So ©mining is he in bookkeeping* 

however, that no auditor can catch him in any dishonesty* 

She Reeve wears•a long blue topcoat and carries a rusty 

sword, which he is undoubtedly too cowardly to us# if, in-

deed, he is not too old to manipulate. Despite all these 

particulars about the Reeve, it is his physical description 

that makes him most Memorable* ̂ Standing at opposite poles 

from the Miller in general appearance, the Beeve is slender, 

choleric, and clean-shaven. ; His hair is cut round by his 

ears and ©lipped short in front like a priest*s, but it is 
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his legs vhich are M s moat outstanding physical feature. 

Very long# they are completely without calves*| Indeed, 

they are so lean they look like two staffs* Hence the 

Reev© appears a true-to*life character because Chaucer 

has embodied In him those qualities peculiar to people who 

cannot resist th© temptations offered by positions ©f au-

thority—h© is a thief and. a tyrant} yet at heart he is a 

coward* / 

lepr® seat lag the city folk are the Merchant, the Cook, 

the Manciple, and the Host of the Tabard Inn.^O There is 

probably no more pompous character in literature than the 

Merchant with his Flemish beaver hatj his beard, divided 

in the middles clothes of varied colors; and neatly-clasped 

boots* Sitting his horse proudly, the Merchant has the air 

of on® who conducts loportant and mysterious business trans-

actions* Such a knaok for borrowing and lending has he that 

no one can surmise when he actually la in debt. He has no 

peer in, buying and selling money on the exchange at a profiti 

Indeed, profits and ways to increase profits are all his 

talk* To anybody who will listen h® air® his view that th® 

sea should be kept open between Middleburg, on th# Dutch 

coast, and Orwell, close to Harwich, so that there will be 

no menace to his shipping* He seems real because he is a 

crass materialist, obsessed with the idea of making money* 

i*0Manly, 0£. cit., p. 71» 
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Another townsman, the Manciple, who Is a purchasing agent 

for a College or an Ian of Court, excels In cleverness, for 

he succeeds in making fools of the thirty lawyers yihxm he 

serves by buying provisions for them so wisely that he not 

only Makes ends meet but manege a to make a profit for him-

self as well. Chaucer obviously enjoys the irony that 

permit® $n tin®duc&t©d man like the Manciple to trick men 

able to administer a shire, »anag© a great estate* or 

handle large amounts of money* Even though Chaucer falls 

to describe the Manciple's dress or physical appearance, 

he, nevertheless, creates a lifelike character by pointing 

out how a mm of his stripe is oftentimes capable of duping 

those superior to hi® intellectually and socially* Hext 

among the townsmen is the Cook, who accompanies the five 

Ouildsxaen* He has no peer in the culinary art, for he can 

roast, fry, boll, stew, and,bake good pies, Understanding 

the proper us® of condiments, he can boll whole chicken® 

and season them properly. But Chaucer is not content with 

this distinguishing characteristic} selecting a most repul-

sive detail] to make the Cook seem lifelike, h® points out 

^ a running sore upon his shin, which indicates his lecherous 

nature*] His business competitor, Harry Bailly, that lncom-
- —j 

parable extrovert, is, as one would expect, large, with 

protruding eyes, and a very manly posture--®n appearance 

altogether like that of an imposing burgess from Cheap side, 

Obviously he' is the type of man who takes charge of affairs 
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and handles them with dispatch. He is the logical mediua 

through whoa to present the plan of the Talus, and It la 

quite in keeping with hi a unabashed confidence In hla abil-

ity that he presents the plan, nominates himself for the 

position of judge and guide, and begins to give orders as 

lord of all he surreys almost before the pilgrim® have a 

ehance to understand what it la that they have agreed to. 

Hla infectious cheerfulness catches them in lta spell, and 

it is probably in lessens® enjoyment of the lark that they 

turn over the management of their affair® to an innkeeper 

for a while* Thus the company of sundry folk retire for 

the night, eager to begin the journey on the morrow. And 

it is a group of people who seem real that go to bed on 

the night of April 16 in the Tabard Inn in 3outhwark-~real, 

because Chaucer used a few giraple devices In an apparently 

casual manner to achieve the effect of verisimilitude. Be 

oould do this because 

For many years /Ke/h&d been meeting people of all 
©lasses and all types, and he had been watching them 
with so fascinated and affectionate an interest that 
he knew the® better than they knew themselves. He 
knew the furniture in their houses and the cut of 
their clothes, the turn of their speech and the very 
color of their minds# He knew them all-the rowdy ones 
and the quiet ones, the dignified professional men and 
the drunks, the girls with plucked eyebrows and the 
cackling old men with thin necks, the knaves, the fools, 
and the innocent* |Ke knew and'loved them for the one 

\ quality they ^11 had in eoxmmn, the fact that they 
v were a l i v e J 

^Chute, oj>#. clt*« p« 2i*0. 



CHAfTSB I? 

VERISIMILITUDE IN COHVEHSATIOH 

One means by which the Canterbury falsa are made to 

seem Ilk© an. account of the actual experiences of a group 

of people is through the record in the "Links* of conversa-

tion of various kinds among the pilgrims on their journey. 

Quarrels between- certain characters lend a particularly 

vivid tone of reality to the trip* As the travelers jog 

along the Canterbury road, they begin to act as twenty-o<l<i 

individuals engaged in a leisurely excursion to a common 

destination might act. Although many converse in a friendly 

fashion, the more fractious ones of the® quarrel with on® 

another. The fact that the subject of mastery in marriage 

recurs in the conversation of several characters is natural 

end in accordance with a real situation# Lively as the 

debate on this theme is* the conversation which is most life-

like and which lends the greatest measure of verisimilitude 

to the Canterbury fales is the Host's, Indeed, the stories 

themselves almost become subordinated in interest to the 

lively dialogue of the pilgrims, 

the quarrels which rage oetveen the Miller and the 

.Reeve* the Host and the Cook, and the .friar and the Suasooner 

are not represented as having arisen after the pilgrims met 

kS 



at the Tabard; rather they seera to be feuds of long stand-

ing, which have their origin la conflicting business inter-

ests of the various parties concerned,* The first of these 

quarrels, that between the Miller and the Keeve, occurs 

during the first day of travel. After the Knight has com-

pleted his tale, there is a general murmur of praise for 

such a noble story, and the ever-enthusiastic Host, well-

pleased with the way his scheme has begun, calls upon the 

Monk as the ranking ecclesiastic to tell a story* Before 

the Monk ©an begin, however, the Killer, who is so drunk 

by this tiiae that he can hardly stay on his horse, cries 

out In & raucous vole© reminiscent of the rowdy Pilate of 

the mastery plays, swearing his favorite oath; 

. . . By aroes* and by blood and bones, 
I kan a noble tale for the nones. 

With which I wol now quite the Xjayghtes tale.^ 

The Host, mindful of the amenities, first tries gentle 

persuasion and begs Robin to desist, for there mr® others 

socially superior to hla who should first tell a tale. 

But the Miller 1® not to be denied, and he swears "By Soddes 

soule" that he will either tell his tale or go his way 

alone. By this time the Host sees that It is useless to 

argue further, and he too cries out in angry reply: 

Stanly, 0£. cit., p. 102. 

The Miller*s Prologue," 11. 3125-3127• 
2* 



• * • fel on, a devel way I 

Thou art & fool; thy wit is overeou#*-̂  

The Miller is not TO Intoxicated, however, that he does 

not realize that his tale will be offensive to some of the 

company; so he disclaims any responsibility for it. He 

says h© can toll by the sound of his voice that he is 

drunk; therefore, if he speaks amiss, it is the Host*® wine 

that should b® bl&raed sad not he* 'fhen he announces feat 

his tale will be of a carpenter and his wife, in whioh th® 

carpenter is mad® a fool of by a clerk* Immediately there 

I® a protest, not, as Might be expected fro® the London 

carpenter but from the Reeve, who in his youth had been a 
f 

carpenter,It seeass unlikely that he is so fastidious as 

to object to the Miller*® tale, which promised to be vulgar; 

rather he must have 00a® reason to feel that th© Miller is 

deliberately singling hia out as the object of a jest* 

Sine® the Miller call® the Reeve by nam, :t*l@v@ brother 

Ogewold,** he isust have known him before; apparently the 

acquaintance was not a pleasant one* The basis for a 

quarrel between the Miller and the Reeve could easily have 

lain in their connection with a medieval manor. In the 

organisation of most manors there was a mill as part of 

estate*^ All the grain produced on the manorial farm had 

to be ground there.6 If the Miller and the Reeve had lived 

1 1 • 313^-3135. ^Manly, o£* pit,, p. 96. 

5Ibld., p, 97. 6Ibid. 
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on tlis ©am® raonor, probably som& difference had arisen 

between them at the mill, particularly if Hob in had taken 

more than his share of grain. And Robin probably had done 

so, since Chaucer says of him in the "General Prologue* s 

Wei koudo he stelen corn and tolion thrifts? 

and since millers, in general, had a reputation for di&hon-

©sty, We have alraMy learned from the "General Prolong©" 

that the Miller leads the procession and the Reeve brings 

up the rear. Perhaps they Intentionally ride as far apart 

as possible because of their hostility to one another* At 

any rate, as soon as the Miller announces the subject of 

his story, the Reeve objects# He protests against the 

vulgar, drunken speech of the Miller, deelaring that there 

are many other subjects, and admonishes the Miller for 

speaking ovil of any man and especially of his wife. Of 

course, the Miller is delighted to have angered the Reeve; 

so he thrusts again. Taking refuge in a proverbial expres-

sion, he makes a sly insinuation about the Reeve* a marital 

affairs: 

"Who hath no wyf, he is no cokevold," ® 

He hastens to explain, though, that this is not necessarily 

true in the case of the Reeve, Hveryone knows, he says, 

that for every unfaithful wife there are a thousand true 

General Prologue," 1. $62* 

8,1 The Miller's Prologue," 1. 3152-
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ones* She Miller declares that he too has a wife, but he 

1® not going to court trouble by suspecting that she ferns 

made a cuckold of Mm., "Leave wall enough alone,11 is hi# 

philosophy, Thus the first round goes to Robin in his 

quarrel with the Keeve* 

When "the tale is doon," isost of the coiapany laugh 

at th® Joke played on th© carpenter, except, of course, 

the Beeve, %/ho is still angry. He deolares his intention 

to avenge th© insult by telling a story in which a siller 

is mad© a cuckold* but he does not get under way laratedi-

ately, for the Reeve is a coward at heart# In part his 

cowardice may be on® reason for his riding as far from 

the Miller a® possible,, since he is doubtless well aware 

of the latter*s wrestling prowess. At any rate his cow-

ardly disposition deters hia from pressing th© argument 

too far, and instead of launching into a rebuttal to the 

Miller* s story, he begins to speak in figurative terms# 

of old age# After several minutes of this metaphorical 

monologue the Host, eager to get on with the business in 

hand, commands Oswald to begin his tale and wast® no more 

time. Being thus ©omaanded by the Host, the Reeve announces 

that, after all, he is going to repay the drunken Miller, 

who has made a carpenter the butt of a joke. And he is going 

to speak in churl*a terms to answer Robin, who, he fervently 

hopes, will break his neck. Peevishly he adds that the 

Miller e&n see a mote in M s eye but can not see a beam in 



M s own. This inadvertent admission of the truth , in the 

Miller*8 insinuation about euckoldry met hair® delighted 

Robin, tsftio has goaded the Beev® to such a point that he 

speaks thus impulsively. Oswald, up to this point, has 

got lather the worse of the argument. 

!h© Reeve's vulgar tale proves highly amusing to th® 

Cook, who slaps Oswald on the back, declaring that it would 

b® a pity to stop the merry stories now? so he proposes to 

tell about an incident idiich occurred in his city# At once 

th# Host* while giving him leave to tell a tale, takes the 

opportunity to oast aspersions on th© Cook*® stop and on 

his practices as a victualler# H® accuses him of selling 

juiceless pastries and many a twice warmed-over meat pie. 

Continuing his attack, the Host asserts that many travelers 

have become 111 after eating his parsley served with stuffed 

goose* insinuating that it is difficult to distinguish the 

parsley from the flies which infest his shop* After making 

all these insulting remarks, the Host attempts to play to 

the Cook by saying that his words, though true, are all in 

fun and he hopes that there will be no hard feelings* Roger 

seems to be a good-natured fellow, for he does not, in fact, 

get angry and even admits the truth of the Host * s remarks, 

but he adds sourly that "a true jest is no jest.1'9 Further-

more, he promises to get even with Harry Bailly by telling 

^Robinson, 0£» cit., p. 792. 
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ft tale about an innkeeper before he is througw Sine© the 

Cook calls tin® Host by nana, he doubtless know# him will. 

Their enmity probably stems from th© fact that they &r# 

cocgpetitors In victualling, for at one time in London hos-

telers were not allowed to serve food} but the law was 

evidently not in effect, at least in Southvark, where 

Harry Bailly kept his inn, for he has just served the pil-

grims & sumptuous meal* At any rate, th® Cook feels that 

B&illy has robbed him of business that is rightfully hi®, 

and he derives seme satisfaction from at least beginning 

a tale that is to satirise innkeepers. 

On the seeond day out from London the Friar and the 

Suramoner engage in a bitter battle of words# Doubtless th® 

origin of this quarrel lies in the traditional enmity be-

tween th© secular clergy, represented by the Friar, mad the 

regular clergy, represented by the Suiasaoner# Since friars 

were not subject to the Jurisdiction of the diocesan offi-

cials, th® Friar was free to go about th© country begging 

alms and administering certain rites of the Church, Natur-

ally this freedom was deeply reseated by the archdeacon of 

the diocese, and his sentiments would have been shared by 

the suraraoner, the bailiff of the archdeacon*s court#10 In 

addition to this professional enmity Chaucer1® Friar and 

SuraBioner may feel a personal aniasosity growing. out of what 

10Manly, op m j&SJfc * §. pp* 102^103f 
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the Friar would have considered transgressions of the 

Suraraoner la M s parish, The Friar's friends have probably 

added to dislike between the two by reporting unfair 

treatment by the Suxnraoner, and the Suraraoner and hie friends 

undoubtedly have a great deal to resent from the Friar, At 

any rate, the two have obviously been enemies prior to the 

pilgrimage to Canterbury, and they continue their quarrel 

on the Journey at the first opportunity, This chance coraes 

following the Wife's "Prologue" when the Priar sneeringly 

declares that this is indeed a long preamble to a tale * 

Any coaaaent by the Priar is sufficient excuse for the 

SuiMoner to make a sneering reply, and he swears by "Goddes 

amies two" that a friar and a fly are just alike* always 

falling into every matter which is none of their business• 

Naturally, the Friar does not particularly relish being 

cosnpared to a fly, so he seizes upon the only means of re-

taliation easily at hand and declares that h© will tell a 

tale or two of a suraraoner that will make everyone laugh. 

Childishly the Smsmoner declares that he will tell two or 

three tales of friars, fit to make the Friar very angry* 

After this interruption the Wife tells her story; then the 

Friar begins to apeak, and from the first it is plain that 

he intends to disparage the Sussaoner, He openly declares: 

nX wol yow of a somonour telle a game* 
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Pardee, ye may well knowe fey fch® name/ 

That of a soraonour may no good be s&yci/1!-3-

Not content with tills enqphafcic disparagement it® ̂ continues 

with a satirical definition of a suaaaoner, describing M b 

as ©u© ytho distributes summonses for fornication and Is 

beaten at every town. At this point the Host, alarmed by 

the vipiousness of the Friar' a attack, tries to Intervene, 

but the Summoner atop a him, declaring that he will get even 

when it comes his tine to tell a tale. When the Friar com-

pletes hi® derogatory tale of a Summoner, .his fellow cleric 

is so angry that he it and® up in his stirrups, shaking with 

anger like an aspen leaf. Addressing the company, h® asks 

but one thing* Since they have heard this false Friar 11®, 

it is only fair that they give him a chance to retaliate* 

Referring to the Friar's boast that he knows hell, the 

Summoner asserts that it is little wonder, since friars and 

fiends have much in, coiiinon. Everyone has heard, he says, 

the story of the millions of friars in hell abiding under 

the tail of Satan* Thus the Summoner's vulgarity silences 

the Friar for a time. 

But It is not only by quarrels that Chaucer enlivens, 

the Journey to Canterbury and gives to the situation a 

sense of verisimilitude, but by a spirited debate carried 

on through the tales# The voluble Wife of Bath has agitated 

a discussion of marriage by detailing her personal 

•^"The Friar*s Prologue,* 11. 1279-1281, 



52 

experiences and relating a tale to prove that the wife should 

have "aalstrie" over her husband. Apparently the topic is 

of personal interest to several of our traveler®* for it 

recurs again and again before they reaeh Canterbury* Only 

six of the pilgrims deal directly with the subject of "raais-

trie," but It asust have absorbed the Interest of the entire 

company. Although the Wife ©f Bath makes the first vigorous 

defense ©f woman's mastery over her husband, Chaucer has 

considered the subject in his "Tale of Melibeus" and the 

Hun*® Priest has dealt with it in his tale of Chaunticleer 

and Pertelote*^ ate Wife of Bath's tale is, in a sens#,, 

a poetic counterpart to the tedious "Tale ©f Melibeus," for 

in each story the husband gives hijaself up to the authority 

of his wife and. s© is extricated from ap. embarrassing posi-

tion*̂ -3 The lun*s Priest, wfa© is subject to a lady as his 

ecclesiastical superior and possibly does not enjoy being 

in the retinue of the elegant Prioress nor riding on a lean 

old nag, while her little dogs have fine white bread and 

solicitous attention* take® up the challenge of the tale of 

"Melibeus***4 At any rate, there is a fine irony in his 

story which illustrates the ill effects of trusting a woman. 

In bringing up the question of *fflaistrien in her "Prologue* 

the Wife is# therefore, actually defending her sex against 

^%illlaia Witherle Lawrence, "The Marriage #r©up in the 
Canterbury Tales," Modern Philology. VI {October, 1913), 248<. 

13Ibld.. p. 252. ^Ibld.. p. 25^. 
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this previous attack rather than introducing t new topic 

for discussion.*5 The marriage tales which follow are 

obviously told with her in mind* By this subtle clash of 

idaas upon marriage the dramatic spirit ol' the Tales 1# 

considerably heightened. Saturally the Wife defend® the 

idea that mastery in marriage should rest with th® woman# 

1© on® is better qualified than she to answer th® questionr 

for she has wide a profession of marriage. Her harangue 

is particularly disquieting to the Clerk, against whom she 

has aimed BOMB especially pointed remarks, such ass 

• , « it is an laposslbl* 

That any clerk wol speke good of wyves.*"/ 

The Clerk bides his time? then he presents M s answer to 

the Wife1 a challenge. At first his purpose is not obvious, 

but as he portrays the patient Griselda, the complete an-

tithesis of the Wife of Bath becomes apparent.*? Although 

she has asserted that no clerk can speak well ©f wives, he 

not only speaks well but presents one who is the very model 

of wifely fidelity and womanly fortitude in the face of 

affliction.Yet it reaains for the Clerk to crush the 

Wife with his masterpiece of satirical oratory. When he 

has finished his tale, instead of merging quietly into the 

lgIbld.. p. 2*4.8. 

I6««jhe 0f Bath's Prologue," 11. 688-689. 

^Kittredge, Chaucer and Sis Poetry, p« 19S» 

l8Ibid., p. 19^ 
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background he turns suddenly to the Wife imd proposes with 

an aroused air to recite a song ifialeh he has cojaposed in 

her honor and in honor of the cause which she champions. 

Then he delivers his address to all married women, adiaon-

ighlng then to follow the precepts of the Wife of Beth* 

•The pieee la, of course, unparalleled irony, the thrust . 

of a skilled logician and a waster of rhetoric.*9 The 

last line of the Clerk's ironical advice to wives, to let \ 

their husbands "wepe, and wrynge, and wallle" is echoed 

by the Merchant in his prologue,20 Despairingly the 

Merchant cries that he has more than enough of weeping 

and nailing# for 

"We wedded men lyven in sorwe and care*'122' 

Thus his own sad experience proxapts hia to present another 

side of the marriage question* fhe satirical tale of the 

tyrannical, blind, old January, cuckolded by fair, young 

May, is a reply to the Wife's heresies in that it is as if 

one of her husbands has come back to earth to give hia side 

of the case,22 By this time the Host feels that the marriage 

issue has been discussed long enough and he attempts to 

change the subject by calling upon the squire to tell a 
^ W U I , w , , I.,.ir ! W , 

19Ibld.» pp. 199-200. 

20,1 The Clerk4s Tale," 1. 1212. 

Thê  Merchant * B Prologue," 1. 1228. 

^Kittredge, Chaucer and Blffl Poetry, p. 202. 
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'tale of loir#? but the Franklin when his trun conies revert0 

to the issue and confidently bring® it to a triumphant eon-

elusion* Neither the husband nor the wife has mastery in 

the perfect marriage, he declared, but each defers to the 

other, and so they live together in mutual love and for-

bearance. Thus the Franklin refutes the WifeTa theories, 

but on# ©an imagine that she it still haughtily defiant 

m the pilgrim® ride merrily on the road to Canterbury 

town, 

Although the quarrels and opposing points of view 

regarding mastery in marriage contribute heavily to the 

verisimilitude of the Canterbury Tales, it is the conver-

sation of Harry Bailly that affords the greatest degree 

of reality* The Host is the counterpart in English lit-

erature to that fixture of Greek drama, the Chorus* He 

serves as an interested commentator upon the stories, as 

a background against whom the quarrel® and arguments over 
w»aistri©w are connected with the pilgrimage# or simply as 

the vehicle through whoa© comments the poet is able to 

lend continuity, humor, mobility, or dramatic effect to 

the action* 

As an energetic man of business he Is particularly 

averse to wasting time. He is intent upon proceeding ac-

cording to schedule! thus it is very distressing to him 

that at ten o'clock on the morning of the second day the 

story-telling has not yet begun. He calls upon the pilgrims 
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t© wast® no wore time *for the love of God and of Seint 

John#"23 Then he delivers a rather trite lecture upon 

the folly of wasting time, unmindful of the feet that if 

there is any lecturing to be done, there are others in 

the company better fitted than he to do it, But it is Just 

this lack of restraint, this complete unconsciousness of 

his own limitations that makes him a successful Innkeeper 

and a pleasant traveling companion. He admits that he is 

not an educated man, but he has kept M » ears open, and 

he poiqpously quotes a commonly-known proverb from Seneca 

to bolster his pointi 

, . i n X m of ©atel m&j recovered be, 
But los of tyme shendeth us,*^ 

Then trn refers to a homelier proverb, eorap string loss of 

time to the loss of virginity• Another interesting phase 

of the Host*s character is his confidence in his ability 

as & literary critic* He freely passes judgment on each 

tale that is told, sometime* showing little discrimination 

in his commendation. But Harry Bailly has deep regard for 

educated men, and, when the Man of Lav has finished his 

story, Bailly stands up in his stirrups and announces that 

that was & good tale indeed. Then he calls upon the Parson, 

another learned man, to tell a tale "for Goddes bones," 

swearing "by Goddes digniteen that learned men excel in 

23«introduction to the Man of Law's Tale," 1. 18. 

^Ibid,, 11* 27-28 » 



57 

story-telling, The Parson, naturally, 1® shocked at the 

Host*a Isaigiiê e and demnds to Jcn<-.w why it Is necessary 

for kirn to swear, Like everyone ©Is© the Host does not 

enjoy having ills shortcomings pointed out publicly, and 

he quickly turns the criticism from himself by calling 

the priest a derisive nlcknaxoe, MJankin," and insinuating 

that he is a Lollard, a follower of John Wyelif*^ Then 

swearing again, the Host scornfully tells the company to 

listen, for they will surely hear a pious sermon. But the 

Shipman Interrupts end declares that he will listen to no 

sermon and that there will be no theological questions 

discussed here. Let It suffice that they all believe in 

<3od. Instead he will tell a werry tale that will wake all 

the company, and it will not be encumbered with philosophy, 

©r medical terras, or legal allusions. 

This tale, too, is pronounced good by Harry Bailly, 

who now turn# deferentially to th« Prioress and asks her 

to tell a tale if it pleas® her. For the first time he 

asks a favor humbly. Harry Bailly is one to recognise 

social position and to pay respect where respect is due* 

But his perception is not very keen and ironically enough 

he fails to recognise in his company the presence of a 

literary genius or to realise the delightful satire 

^"Spilogue to the Man of Law's Tale," 11. Il6ff. 

og» cit.. p« 166. 
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inherent in Chaucer's tele of Sip Thopas. At the story 

drags on* the Host rudely interrupts, declaring the rhyme 

to be worthless* nothing store then a waste of time* To 

waste tine is clearly against Harry Stilly*s principles* 

One suspects that Chaucer knew the genial Host would not 

appreciate the humorous satire of the tale of Sir Thopas* 

but he could not resist the impulse to irritate him. At 

any rate, to be fair the Host gives Chaucer a chance to 

tell another story* Chaucer obliges with the "Tale of 

Melibeus," which the Host apparently likes, for he asserts 

that he had rather his wife, Qoodelief, had heard this 

tale of patient Prudence than to hair® a barrel of ale# 

Is if welcoming the opportunity to complain about his mal-

treatment , he gives a very amusing picture of his shrewish 

spouse* "By Goddes bones*1 he swears that when he beats 

his serving boys* she brings M a great clubs and urges 

hi® to kill them and break their bones. She la duly re-

sentful of every imagined slight and calls him a milksop 

because he does not rush to avenge the supposed imperti-

nences* Tauntingly she suggests that she should wear his 

dagger and that he should take her distaff and spin, Kcw 

delightful the pilgrims mist have found this entertaining 

picture of a domestic comedy! Harry Ballly, the intimidating 

browbeater of loitering pilgrims and poor story-tellers, is 

terrified of his own wife. His generous offer to guide the 

pilgrims to Canterbury is not to be wondered atf the desire 
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to escape from the termagant to whom h© is married mast 

have been & strong motive* On® of th© least attractive 

of th® Host*a traits is an innate vulgarity which ha 

exhibits in his comments to th© Monk,. Before that noble 

ecclesiastic can gat under way with his contribution to 

the story-telling* Bailly makes some indelicate personal 

remarks concerning his virility and the great loss to th® 

world in his being a religious instead of a aarried nan* 

Churchmen, he says* may mak# Venus' payments better than 

ordinary laymen* though th© Host would hardly have bora® 

this garrulity in anyone vise* he does not consider his 

discoursing on extraneous matters a waste of time* All 

this impertinence the Monk listens to placidly, and when 

Harry Bailly conclude# his indelicate musings, he launches 

into a series of dreary tragedies. The entire company is 

doubtless bored,. but the Host is not so bold as to inter-

rupt the Monk as he did Chaucer* In fact* only the Knight 

has the social position to warrant such an interruption* 

Sinee the Knight condemns the Mosolc's story, the Host feels 

it will be permissible for him to add his judgment; so he 

declares "by saint Poules b®ll#w that th© Monk talks too 

nmch* And h® frankly admits that had it not been for th© 

jingling of the bells on his bridle, he should have fallen 

down in sleep. His setting himself up a® a literary judge 

is# of course, absurd in view of the fact that he, an un-

educated man, is presuming to weigh the merits of stories 
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told by the Knight* the Prioress* and the Monk, all of 

whom are better educated than he# Turning to another 

cleric, the Nun's Priest, whom he addresses familiarly as 

Sir John, Harry Ballly comtaends the Priest; for the same 

potential ability to beget fine children that he saw in 

the Monk* Thus the Host's essential vulgar nature Mani-

fests itself, despite his respect for the Prioress and 

M s awe of the Knight. 

His lack of education and his presumption as a lit-

erary dictator are nowhere more obvious than in his pompous 

eoHEBendation of the Physiolanfs tale. In fact he la so 

wrought up by the tragedy that he begins swearing as If 

he were raadt 

• . . "by nayles and by blood __ 

This was a fals eherl and a fals justls®.w2« 

Praying Sod to bless the Physician* s noble body, tote V 

impressively uses several medical terns* albeit Incor-

rectly. He declares that the Physician's story has so 

grieved his heart that he has a cardynaele, meaning a pain 

in the heart;and he prefaces his next statement, a de-

mand for some remedy, with the oath, nby corpus bones," 

to show off M s Latin learning# He would doubtless have 

been embarrassed had he realised that M s syntax was . • 

^7*Introduction to the Pardoner*s Tale,H 11* 288-289. 

2®Robinson, op. cit., p. B3k» 
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hopelessly wrong and that he should have sworn *by corpus 

Baraini* or "by Christea bones.®2<* 

the Host turns to the Clerk of Oxford for a tale, 

It is In a condescending maimer of the man ©f the world 

toward the cloistered scholar. Harry Bailly, gregarious 

fellow that he is, ©an not understand anyone as meditative 

as the Clerk, and he reproves him for his quiet, coy manner, 

like that, he declares, of a bride* The practical-minded 

Host, wishing to avoid hearing a tedious tale such as two 

other educated rmn, the Monk and Chaucer, have told, cautions 

the Clerk in advance not to speak in rhetorical terms, nor 

in a high style, nor to preach or tell a sad story, but to 

tell a merry tale instead. 

After the Clerk finishes his story, the lost is moved 

again to swear "By Goddes bones" that he had rather Goodelief 

had heard this story than to have 'a barrel of ale. Then 

wistfully he adds, 

"A* to ny purpos, wiste ye my wllle; 

But thyng that wol nat be, lat it be stille.w30 

ftle Host's reference to his marital uhhappiness prompts an 

outburst from the Merchant on the incomparable woes of hi# 

married life, which is only two months old. The Host listens 

to this tale of bitter disillusionment in wedlock and then 

declares almost triumphantly that though his wife is indeed 

^Skeat, oj>. clt«, P» 268. 

30«fhe Clerk*a Tale,1* 11. 1212. 
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a shrew, she, at least, Is not unfaithful. If she is not, 

fidelity swim to be her only vlptud* Harry Bm.illy says 

she has many more vices whleh he would recount to the com-

pany, but there is the danger that someone will tell her, 

for women deal in such talk. This is obviously a direct 

thrust at the Wife of Bath, for it is Inconceivable that 

the Prioress would repeat gossip. Even if he vere not 

afraid of the Wife's tongue, however, he could not repeat 

them, for he swears his wit will not suffice to describe 

thera all# 

Following this outburst, the Host turns to the Squire 

in the obsequious suartner in which he had previously addressed 

the Prioress and the Knight and ask® M a graciously to tell 

a tale of love If it mo please him, for he flatteringly says 

that he is supremely qualified to do so. Again Harry Bailly 

exhibits one of the most contemptible bourgeois traits, fawn-

ing deference to a social superior. Unlike the Miller, who 

is courteous to no one and who ©ares nothing for propriety, ' 

the Host is painfully aware of the fact that he is not a 

gentleman, and he has a vain desire for gentillesse* But 

he conoeals this desire from the Franklin by a pretense of 

indifference. In reply to the latter4 s lament that his son 

does not cultivate the friendship of gentlefolk from whoa 

he sight leam gentillesse, the Host retorts brusquelyt 
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nStraw for joxxm gentilleaee Iw 31 Characteristically, the 

Host is quick to discount that which he would moat like to 

h a w . It is the old story of the fox and the grapes* 

One of the moat amusing and realistic Incidents of the 

Journey occurs on the last day, as the pilgrims draw near 

to Bob-up-and-down,, The Cook, Who Is m inebriated that he 

Is almost asleep, falls behind the rest of the pilgrims, 

loarlns his horse to his own devices* The Host, noticing 

him in the rear, calls the attention of the eorapony to his 

condition and m&kme several derogatory suggestions as to 

Its eause* Realizing that he Is totally tunable to tell a 

story, the Boat takes advantage of hia situation and de-

clares that he m a t or pay the penalty# Luckily for the 

Cook, the Manciple comes to his aid and agrees to tell a 

tale in his stead* But in agreeing to tell a tale, the 

Manciple curses the Cook and insults M m by alluding to 

his foul odor* Roger, intoxicated.as he is, becomes en-

raged at these words, and for lack of speech, begin® to 

shake his head rigorously at the Manciple! hereupon M s 

horse throws him down. There he lies until someone, picks 

M m up and, after arneh effort and shoving back and forth, 

sets him in the saddle again, and the pilgrims 'continue on 

their way. When the Manciple*s tale is told, the Host looks 

around with a self-satisfied air and declare® that his plan 

31"fhe Squire * s Tale," 1. 695. 
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Is almost eorapleted# as only one person, he belteven, has 

not told a tale, the Parson. There is about enough time 

for MM to tell a tale before the travelers reach Canterbury, 

but he nmst rnke feast# before the sun sets* This 1® where 

m leave the pilgrims, with whom we have had a jolly trip 

along the Canterbury road, interested in their quarrels, 

agreeing first with one and now with another in the dis-

cussion of "amistrie," and being scolded and enlightened 

in turn by the Host of the Tabard Inn, whom Chaucer has 

brought to life in a Journey that we are convinced for the 

moment actually occurred. 



CHAPTER V 

IDEMTIPlCkTlOM OF PICTIOHAL WITH REAL CHAHACTBRS 

So real as*© Chaucer * s characters that some scholars 

are convinced that th© poet wag depleting actual contem-

poraries of his* Working from this conviction, they hav# 

set about examining all kinds of fourteenth-century records 

in an attempt to find the original of such characters as 

the Prioress, or the Bhipm&n, or the Reeve of Horfolk. 

Minute examination has produced evidence that six of the 

Canterbury pilgrims seem to have characteristics very 

similar to those of actual personages of Chaucer's day. 

But such evidence is merely speculative, and It is not 

wis® to as suae that because Chaucer probably knew William 

Shuehireh of the King's Chapel at Windsor and because 

Shuchirch experimented with alchemy, he is necessarily 

the model for Chaucer's Canon, who also is an alchemist*^ 

However, such conjectures are Interesting and, in aoa» 

instances, almost convincing. Certainly Chaucer did not 

work in a vacuum; he undoubtedly drew from a lifetime of 

observation of human beings of all ranks of society. But 

this is not to say that he consciously chose real people to 

1 
Chute, oj>« clt,, p. 2^3. 

65 
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portray each of Ills characters* At any rat#, if he did 

portray real people to some of the Canterbury pilgrim®# 

it 1® merely another evidence of his gift to record life 

as it Is without any attest to judge, condemn, or reform, 

fhe Host of the Tabard Inn is the character whose 

original might moat safely be identified* for there was 

a Harry Bailly who kept an ten in Southwark in Chaucer* • 

time.2 Whether or not he kept the Tabard, howtw, la 

not known, 3 Addording to records hi# wife1# nam©: was not 

Goodelief but Christian; however* this disparity doe® not 

disqualify Harry Bailly a a a living contemporary of Chaucer 

and the Host of the Tabard Inn, In the first place, Chaucer 

might not have wished to identify exactly such an ill-

tempered woman as Goodellef• Also, Harry Bailly*s wife 

named Christian might haw died by the time Chaucer was 

writing, and th# Host might have taken another wife named 

£Jood©ll@f,% That Harry Bailly, hosteler, wa® still living 

in 138?, the year generally conceded to be that In which 

the pilgrimage occurred, is proved by three legal documents, 

referring to Harry Bailly, Innkeeper, of Southwark.^ It la 

surely not probable that a small town like Southwark had 

two innkeepers named Harry Bailly at the same time? there-

fore, it appears that th® real Harry Bailly furnished a 

2Ibld. 3Ibld. *manly, o£, cit., p* 81. 

$Ibid,, p. 82, 
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mode! for the Host of the Canterbury Tales.^ Certainly he 

la the nost highly individualised character of all-«»lndeed, 

he is the only one whose full name la given^-and it is 

reasonable to assume that as such he must have been drawn, 

from a living model* 

Another of the characters about whom Chaucer gives 

such particular details that It seems he oust haw had an 

actual person in mind la th® Heeve* la th© first place, 

he states that th® Beeve is from th© shir® of lorfolk, 

near a torn naiaed Baldeswelle. Also, the poet writes as 

if he had actually visited the manor on which the Reeve 

lives and seen his house# for h© describes it as being 

situated upon a green heath and surrounded by shad© trees. 

Putheraore, Chaucer* s Reeve has been in charge of the es-

tate on which he lives sine® his lord was twenty years old. 

The statements regarding the leeve's home and M s manage-

ment of an estate seem t© be based on personal observation, 

and the first suggests that Chaucer had some reason for 

assigning Baldeswelle as th© Reeve*s origin? els® why 

should he choose an insignificant village far from London?? 

If basis for Chaucer's choice of Baldeswells can be estab-

lished, it seems probable that he had in ralnd an actual 

Reeve. In the fourteenth century the hamlet of Baldeswelle 

was part of the vast Pembroke estates.® In 1368 the second 

6Ibld.» p. 83. 7Ibid., p. 86. 8Ibid. 
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earl of Pembroke earn® of age and the following year went 

to the Continent in the service of the Prince of Wales 

and, except for brief visits home* remained abroad until 

M s death in 1375.^ These circumstances are in ©lot® 

agreement with the statement that the Reeve had managed the 

estate since his lord was twenty years old. At the time 

that the custody of the earl*® estates in Kent was granted 

to Sir William de Beauehamp» Chancer was serving as one of 

Beauchaiap1 a mainpernors.*0 That some of'the Pembroke estates 

were mismanaged is known, because Sir William de Be&uehamp* s 

management was investigated in 1386-7 »*"*" Whether or not 

the Norfolk portion, which the Countess of Pembroke admin-

istered, was mismanaged Is not definitely taown, however. ̂  

But Chaucer may have served as a deputy to investigate the 

Pembroke lands and hence may have learned about the scoun-

drelly Norfolk Reeve. 23 As has been pointed out, the de-

scription of the Reeve's residence surely reads as if it 

were written from personal observation* that Chaucer may 

have known Baldeswelle through Sir Richard Burley, who 

married the owner of the manor of Whitewell In Baldeswelle 

is also possible.Burley lived in Kent, and his brother 

sat on the bench with Chaucer.Also, one of Chaucer's 

9Ibld.. p. 87. 

1(>Robinson, gj>. clt., p. 767. 1 1 Ibid. 12Ebid. 

13Ibld. % b l d . ^ibld.. p. 768. 
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mainpernors In the great customs of 1382 urns Hichard 

Baldewell, who might have been from Borfolk.1^ At any 

rat®, that Chaucer was familiar with this Sorfolk village 

and thus knew the Reave, upon Whom he fashioned the crafty# 

cowardly, senile Oswald, appears likely* 

A third character idxo seems to have had a living 

counterpart is the Sergeant of the loot. In Chaucer's day 

a Sergeant of the Law was a very distinguished barrister, 

and there were very few lawyers who attained that high 

position.*7 From extant documents it seems that the number 

who held that honorable title in the period during which 

Chaucer wrote the "General Prologue" was eleven**® Since, 

therefore, Chaucer had such e limited number of lawyers 

upon whom he could have modeled his, the original, if 

there was one, should be easily determined* Although much 

of the description could have applied to any Sergeant of 

Law, Chaucer^ Sergeant had distinguished himself in two 

ways! he had been a justice in assise and a notable pur-

chaser of land* Conversely had Chaucer's Sergeant of the 

Law attained other notable positions, such as king's ser-

geant or justice of the king** bench, they would doubtless 

have been mentioned, so the list of possible models is 

further r e d u c e d , *9 x« fact, scholars have eliminated all 

l6ibid> 17ibid.» P. 135. 

l8Ibld.. pp. 12*8-149. 19Ibid., pp. Utf-Uj.8, 
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but seven mm, of whom only on© seems the likely model, 

Thomas Pynchbek#20 Examining his carder in the light of 

Chaucer*s description of the Man of Law* we see that the 

facts correspond exactly.21 Furthermore, there are several 

probable connections between the careers of the two men. 

If Chaucer was a student of the Temple, he likely met 

Pynchbek there, since they were ©f about the same age.22 

Too, the center of the Pynchbek estates was in Lincolnshire, 

where Chaucer*s sister-in-law, Katharine Swjnaford, lived.23 

Since there is reason to believe that Chaucer*s wife spent 

a great deal of time with her sister in the eighties, 

Chaucer* s attention m e probably attracted to the neigh-

boring Pynchbek family, which was rapidly becoming wealthy*^ 

Moreover, Ppiehbek and Chaucer seem, to have been political 

enemies»25 All these reasons might have Influenced Chaucer 

to use Pynchbek aa his model, but there is a fourth reason 

that probably was the deciding factor. Sir William de 

Beauchaiap asked four eminent lawyers, of «Iiom Pynchbek was 

one, to render a decision on whether h® had any claim to 

the Pembroke ©states*26 Only Pynchbek seems to have spoken, 

and hie verdict was that Beaucharap had no right whatever*2? 

20Jbia.» PP. 149-151. a M * » P* 151. 

22ibid. , p. I5f. 23ibid>. pp. 15^-155. 

^Ibid. , 25ibid.. p. 155. 

PP- 155-156. ^ibid., 156. 
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Sine® Chancer and Beaucharap are known to have been ffiwdi, 

Chaucer would have resented the judgment for M s friend1 s 

sake load might have dram the subtly uneoiaplltaentary por-

trait of the Han of Law through the eyes of M a angered 

friend,2® Then there is the moot point of whether Chaueer 

intended a pun on Pynchbek when he wrote» 

Therto he koude endite, and make a thyng, 
Ther koude no wight pynche at his writyng,29 

Substantiation of the assertion that Pynehbek was the 

model for the Man of Lav nay lie in the fact that he is 

described as being in the company of the Franklin, and. that 

the probable original of the Franklin was a neighbor of 

?ynchbek*s, Sir John Bussy of Kesteven in Lincolnshire•30 

This conclusion was arrived at by a comparison of the de-

scription of Chaucer* s Franklin with the careers of the 

Members of Parliament for this period, since he was known 

to lave been a Member of Parliament, On that basis eight 

candidates* were found, of whom Sir John Bussy i® the Host 

likely^l h© was knight of the shire , a Member of Parlia-

ment, and sheriff and sat on ©©amission® of peace several 

times with Pynchbek himself and other times with Pynchbek'a 

associates. 32 ginee Bussy* s home was only about five miles 

gQIbid. ^9nGeneral Prologue,11 11. 325-326• 

30aObinson, o£. clt.. p. 261, 

3%anly, oj>. cit«, pp. 160-162* 

32'ibid*, pp. 162-163. 
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from the chief sianor of Chaucer's aister»in«»law, It Is 

entirely possible that Chaucer visited him there, particu«* 

l&rly In view of the fact that the Franklin was faaous 

for his hospitality.33 In any case, it Is notable that 

Chancer gives an entirely sympathetic description of him, 

one of the few characters who is both realistically and 

sympathetically treated, Personal acquaintance m y have 

been responsible for this coiaplimentary portrait. 

The Shipwan of the Canterbury pilgrimage has been 

Identified tentatively with two s®amen of Dartmouth* from 

which seaport Chaucer implies that he comes* Since his 

barge was called the "Maudelayne,* it is possible that the 

Shipman was either George Cowntre© or Peter Hlsshenden, 

tooth of whom commanded a vessel of that name from Dartmouth 

during the late fourteenth century.It may be that 

Chaucer was not acquainted with either of the "Maudelayne* 

masters, only with the najae of the ship, but since every-

one had heard of its probable owner, John Hawley, an emi-

nent Dartmouth eltlsen, it is possible that Chaucer por-

trayed the Shipman as if he were one of Hawley's piratical 

captains*3^ In 1386 Piers Resselden, undoubtedly the saw® 

nan as Peter Risshended, corasaanded a vessel which joined 

a ship consnanded by John Hawley in & daring capture of 

33Ibld.. p, 168* ^Ibid., p. 180. 

35Ibld., p. 173. 
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three French vessels la the English Channel* There was a 

great: deal of excitement at court about this breach of 

p e a c e , 3 ^ an(j thvia there Is reason to believe that Chaucer 

Introduced the Shlpman with this buccaneering In mind* 

Last of the characters which can be identified with 

more degree of certainty than of doubt Is the Prioress. 

It Is evident from Chaucer's minute description of her in 

the "General Prologue" that here is a particular person, 

on# whose name is Madame Eglentyne, whose greatest ©nth 

Is "by selnte Ley," who is fond of pets.,. 1M0 speaks French 

with the accent of her convent of Stratford-atte-Bowe, and 

who has other characteristics peculiarly her own and not 

those of a generalised type of person.37 y^e prioress* 

convent is the Benedictine nunnery of St. Leonard * s at 

Bromley, Middlesex, adjoining Stratford-Bow,38 in the 

earliest extant record of Geoffrey Chaucer there is a 

reference to this nunnery, for Countess Elisabeth ©f Ulster, 

In whose household he wag a p&g®, visited the convent In 

1356.39 in the year 1375 a sister of Queen Phillppa, 

Elisabeth of Hainaut, died at the convent, leaving a will 

in which she bequeathed to Madame Argentyn a pair of 

lyntharbs and a psalter,**0 Obviously it would have 

36lbld;, p. 160. 37Xbld.. p. 202. 

3®Robinson, o£. ©it., p. 756. 

39ibid., pp» 20i).*"205« "̂̂ Xbld., pp. 205*208. 
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been easy to change Argentyn to and, Indeed, 

tlx® lady of the will like the lady of the "General Prologue" 

is called "Madame.tt This similarity, however, It jmist to© 

admit tad, may have beau puraly coincidental* 

Whether Chaucer modeled these particular character# on 

real people is actually unimportant, but the fact that he 

has portrayed them so realistically that scholar* have iden-

tified them with actual people Is a tribute to the poet*s 

capacity for creating living, breathing characters. Actually 

they are certainly not any more realistic than the Wife of 

Bath or the Pardoner* who could have been modeled on real 

people also# However, we do not require any evidence to 

convince us that they are real people, Chaucer, the artist, 

has created this illusion by references to their dress# 

their physical appearance, and their mannerisms* and he has 

created the illusion of a real journey by references to the 

time of day and places passed and by recording the conver-

sation of the characters as they rod® casually on their way 

to Canterbury town ever directed and managed by the Host of 

the Tabard Inn. 



APPSTOXX 

The scholars largely responsible for the identifies.** 

tlon of fictional with real characters, discussed la 

Chapter ¥, are Professor John M. Manly of the University 

of Chicago and hit colleague, Professor Edith Rickert, 

Professor Manly delivered a series of lectures at the 

Lowell Institute in Boston in 192^, in which he first 

revealed the results of their research* These lecture® 

were later published in a book entitled Some Sew Light 

on Chaucer» He refers to many Medieval documents which 

were examined in search of information—lettersj early 

histories; rolls of Parliament; Subsidy Rolls of South-

wark; Life Records; Victoria County History of Yorkshire: 

B#y»rley Chapter Book; Calendar of Close Rolls* X$7ki 

Bloraefield^ History of Norfolkt statutes; Sir John 

Fortescue's treatise, De Laudlbus Legum Angllaet Calendar 

of Patent Rolls for 1391*961 Feudal Aids for 3ii>gQ»lii31i 

Richard the led®lessf The Llbell of English Policy; wills* 

Modem definitive works pertaining to the Middle Ages were 

also consulted. In this manner Professor® Manly and 

Sicfcert established reasonable proof for their claims. 

To be sure, Professor Manly admits that,these assertions 

about Chaucer's character® ar© subject to doubt, never-

theless, through these scholars* untiring efforts, a great 
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deal has been added to our knowledge of fourteenth-century 

life and thereby to the works of Chaucer* 

Incidentally, it was Professor Rickert, who perceived 

that the Host tells u© his wife1a name Goodelief, v&i®n he 

says* 

I hadde lever then & barel ale 

That Sodellef» my wyf, hadde herd this tale t 

All editor® had previously written "goode lief® aa two 

words, believing them to be words describing wife. 
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